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The present dissertation covers a gap in the literature that has been noted in recent work 
(Bowles, 2018; Montrul & Bowles, 2017; Valdés, 2017): the effects of instruction on heritage 
language development. As it was pointed out by Ortega and Byrnes (2008), “developing advanced 
capacities in any language, but particularly in a second, foreign or heritage language, is a process 
that inherently involves time, and a long time at that” (p.3). Ortega & Byrnes noticed that despite 
the fact that longitudinal methodology to investigate linguistic development in second language 
(L2) learning is well established, there is a lack of longitudinal research that provides insights 
about L2 development that can inform pedagogical practices. In the field of heritage languages, 
longitudinal research is even scarcer, limiting understanding about language and literacy 
development taking place outside of the school system. This is the first set of five studies that 
investigate the effects of genre-based instruction on the development of writing by comparing 
instructed and uninstructed second-generation Spanish heritage learners at the university level over 
one semester.  
Study 1. Eighty-five university Spanish heritage language learners (HLLs) were recruited 
to investigate whether HLLs’ background and writing experience can predict their writing ability 
at the structural level in terms of syntactic complexity, accuracy, fluency, lexical density, lexical 
diversity, and lexical sophistication. The results showed that accuracy can be predicted by gender: 
females write more accurate texts. Fluency can be predicted by higher oral proficiency in Spanish: 
more proficient speakers write longer texts. Although significance threshold was not reached, 
lexical sophistication might also be predicted by higher oral proficiency in Spanish and the 
correlation may prove to be significant with an increased sample size. Previous academic writing 
practice can predict lexical sophistication as this experience might serve as valuable input and 
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practice for low-frequency vocabulary. Lastly, neither background nor writing experience 
variables were found to predict complexity, lexical density or lexical diversity. Lastly, it was found 
that accuracy was positively correlated with lexical diversity, and lexical diversity in turn, was 
positively correlated with lexical density. This suggests a connection among these three constructs 
indicating a parallel rate of increase in each of the areas. That is, when HLLs write with higher 
accuracy they also tend to diversify their lexical repertoire incorporating a higher number of 
content words. On the other hand, neither syntactic complexity, nor lexical sophistication nor 
fluency, were significantly related with the other variables or with each other. This finding 
suggests that it is likely that variation in these measures does not have strong implications for 
writing proficiency. In addition, when comparing all the measures, it is possible to find trade-off 
effects where some measures increase while other measures decrease. 
Study 2. The initial 85 HLLs were divided into two groups carefully matched for 
demographic and proficiency variables. The instructed group (n=33) received instruction in their 
intact classroom for one semester, and the control group (n=32) did not receive any writing 
instruction over the same period of time. Both groups produced two writing samples, one at the 
outset of the study and the second at the end of a semester to assess writing improvement in terms 
of changes in fluency, syntactic complexity, accuracy, lexical density, lexical diversity and lexical 
sophistication. The results indicated that instruction had a positive impact on the instructed group, 
which improved in fluency and lexical sophistication, while the control group made no significant 
gains in any measure. However, instruction did not have a positive impact on complexity, 




Study 3. This study used the same design and groups of participants as the second study to 
investigate HLLs’ writing development in terms of grammatical intricacy. The results indicated 
the instructed group outperformed the control group by reducing their grammatical intricacy. That 
is, the instructed group reduced the percentage of paratactic and hypotactic clauses per clause 
complex making their writing more academic, whereas the control group did the opposite; they 
increased the percentage of paratactic and hypotactic clauses per clause complex making their 
writing more like speech. Individual variation was present, but the number of students who did not 
improve over the semester was higher in the control group (71.9%) than in the instructed group 
(42.4%). This result suggests that even though one semester of instruction can improve HLLs’ 
writing, this time frame may not be enough for some students. 
Study 4. This study used the same design and groups of participants as the second study to 
examine whether instruction had any effect on the total number of grammatical errors in general. 
Three particular grammatical features covered in the course (‘a’ in verbal periphrasis, gerund vs. 
infinitive use, use of formal language) and one feature not explicitly covered (gender agreement) 
were analyzed in texts written before and after instruction. Results showed that instruction did not 
contribute to a significant reduction of the total number of errors produced by the instructed group. 
Regarding specific errors, the instructed group significantly outperformed the control group in 
their accuracy in the use of ‘a’ in verbal periphrasis in their writing after the instruction period. 
Both groups used the infinitive accurately most of the time with just a few errors, but committed 
more errors when using the gerund in contexts where the infinitive was required. However, a 
comparison between the pretest and posttest was not possible due to individual variation. Few 
participants used the gerund in their essays, and those who did, did not use it in both essays, making 
comparison impossible. As to informal language, there were no significant differences between 
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the two groups in five of the features analyzed, except for in the use of loans. The instructed group 
increased the percentage of loans in the posttest while the control group decreased the percentage 
of loans in the posttest. However, the average number of loan words was too small to make any 
further conclusions. Lastly, no significant difference was found between the two groups in terms 
of accuracy in the use of gender assignment or gender agreement over a semester. This result is 
not surprising because none of the groups received explicit instruction on these grammatical forms. 
Study 5. A subsample of the instructed HLLs (n=20) completed an attitude survey at the 
onset of the study and at the end of the course to assess the impact of instruction on their linguistic 
confidence in writing in the heritage language. The results showed that at the beginning of the 
study the participants on average rated their confidence in writing with 2.9 on a scale of 5 points 
with 1=very unconfident to 5=very confident. However, at the end of the semester, the results 
revealed that most of the students rated all 19 questions higher on the second survey, reaching an 
average score of 3.8.This result suggests that instruction helped students feel more confident in 
their ability to write in the heritage language and are more willing to advance from an informal 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 
1.1. Introduction 
Heritage language learners (HLLs) are early, simultaneous or sequential bilinguals who are 
exposed to a minority language at home in childhood. Later, once they start schooling, which 
usually takes place solely in the majority language, input in their first language (L1) becomes 
limited to home and community settings, creating a mismatch in their language development 
increases with each subsequent generation. Consequently, it is generally assumed that L1 erosion 
will occur in such a way that by the fourth generation, these speakers will become monolinguals 
in the majority language (Fishman, 1966, Veltman, 1983). In addition to the amount of input, age 
is another decisive factor that may facilitate majority language acquisition at the expense of L1 
loss. In general, the earlier a HLL starts acquiring the majority language, the more likely they are 
to become proficient in the majority and have gaps in their L1 proficiency (Montrul, 2008). In the 
case of Spanish HLLs living in the US, one of these gaps occurs in Spanish literacy. Since 
academic contact with written Spanish is rare and written Spanish is not commonly developed at 
home, these students may be able to speak Spanish but not be able to read it or write it (Spicer-
Escalante, 2005). Later in life, many of these HLLs decide to study their heritage language 
formally at college or university in order to re-learn it or improve their linguistic skills. However, 
although Spanish is the most spoken heritage language in the United States (Carreira & Kagan, 
2011), there are not enough courses available yet for this population, and research about the 
effectiveness of the existing courses is still very scarce (see Bowles, 2018; Montrul & Bowles, 
2017; Valdés, 2017, for review). This leaves heritage language teachers without evidence-based 
pedagogy to guide their instruction (Loewen & Sato, 2017), and curriculum specialists without 
information to design more appropriate courses for HLLs.  As Bowles (2018) notes, even 
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fundamental questions like whether learners who attend classes in their heritage language make 
gains in comparison to similar learners without any instruction in their heritage language, are still 
unanswered, and more research is needed (Bowles, 2018; Montrul & Bowles, 2017). This 
dissertation advances research in that direction. Considering development as “change over an 
extended period of time” (Polio & Park, 2016, p. 287), this research analyzes learners’ linguistic 
development in different complementary ways in a series of five studies. The first study followed 
a cross-sectional design with 85 Spanish HLLs and investigated the relationship between HLLs’ 
demographic background and writing experience with their writing ability in Spanish in terms of 
accuracy, syntactic complexity, fluency, lexical diversity, lexical density, and lexical 
sophistication. The second study followed a pretest-posttest longitudinal design with the same 85 
learners from the first study, who were distributed across two groups, one that received instruction 
over one semester (n=32) in their intact classroom and a control group (n=33) that did not receive 
any type of instruction in Spanish for the same period of time. Writing development was examined 
in terms of changes in fluency, syntactic complexity, accuracy, lexical density, lexical diversity 
and lexical sophistication (Laufer & Nation, 1995; McCarthy & Jarvis, 2010; Polio, 1997; 2001; 
Wolfe-Quintero, Inagaki, & Kim 1998). The third study followed the same design but examined 
writing development in terms of grammatical intricacy, a lexico-grammatical resource used to 
create meaning through the use of clause complexes (Colombi, 1997; 2002; Christie & 
Derewianka, 2008; Halliday, 1985; 1994; Halliday & Hasan, 1989; Martin, Matthiessen & Painter, 
1997; Schleppegrell, 2002; 2004). The fourth longitudinal study analyzed whether instruction had 
the effect of reducing specific grammatical errors, three which were explicitly taught to the 
instructed group (‘a’ in verbal periphrasis, use of gerund versus infinitive, and informal use of the 
language) and one error that was not explicitly taught (gender agreement), but that appears 
3 
 
frequently in HLLs’ written production. Lastly, since high linguistic confidence in the heritage 
language can favor a tendency to use the heritage language with members of the heritage 
community (Ada & Zubizarreta, 2001; Durán-Cerda, 2008; Sánchez-Muñoz, 2013; Wright & 
Taylor, 1995), the fifth study examined instructed HLLs’ confidence in their writing before and 
after instruction.  
This dissertation is organized in the following manner. Chapters 2-6 each contain a 
complete study including an introduction and a literature review followed by research questions, 
methodology, results and a brief discussion of the main findings. Chapter 7 presents a general 

















CHAPTER 2. STUDY 1 - PREDICTORS OF HLLS’ WRITING ABILITY  
2.1. Introduction 
 It has been observed that Latino immigrants in the US often go through a steady shift of 
language use from Spanish to English, becoming English monolinguals by the fourth generation 
(Fishman, 1966; Valdés, 1988; Veltman, 1983, 1988). Consequently, an increasing interest in first 
language (L1) maintenance has emerged, and scholars have started to investigate factors related to 
L1 maintenance and loss (Alba, Logan, Lutz & Stults, 2002; Gaarder, 1971; Hakuta & D’andrea, 
1992; Kipp, Clyne & Pauwels, 1995; Merino, Trueba & Samaniego, 1993; Molesky, 1988; 
Nesteruk, 2009; Portes & Hao, 1998; Ramírez, Yuen, Ramey & Pasta, 1991).  
 One of the most noticeable signals of language shift is a decline in literacy over time 
(Montrul, 2008; Tse, 2001), which includes the ability write in the heritage language. In addition, 
among HLLs who learn to write, there is a lot of individual variation in the level of their writing 
ability (Valdes-Fallis, 1978; Weissberg, 2006). Nevertheless, most previous studies with HLLs 
have studied literacy practices among immigrant families without examining their contributions to 
children’s literacy development (Dixon & Wu, 2014), and the majority of studies focus on 
children’s reading rather than writing. Few focus on adolescent, college writers (Early, 2010). 
 Second language (L2) writing ability is often measured in terms of structural categories 
such as complexity, accuracy and fluency, hereinafter referred to as CAF, plus additional lexical 
features (see Ortega & Byrnes, 2008; Wolfe-Quintero, Inagaki, & Kim 1998; Polio & Shea, 2014). 
However, in the field of heritage language, research is still scarce, with just a few studies using 
some of these constructs to describe HLLs’ writing (Danzak, 2011; Dengub, 2012; Elola & 
Mikulski, 2016; Jegerski & Ponti, 2014). 
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 The main motivation for conducting the present study is to advance research in the field of 
heritage language writing by investigating whether social background variables and heritage 
language use can predict HLLs’ writing ability as measured using CAF features. In the following 
section there is a description of heritage language learners in the United States, a review of 
previous studies that have investigated predictors of language maintenance in general, predictors 
of heritage language literacy in particular, and studies that have investigated heritage language 
writing at the structural level.  
2.2. Literature Review  
2.2.1. Heritage Language Learners 
According to Valdés (1997), a number of different definitions for heritage learners have 
been used in the literature, but the most widely accepted is that of Valdés (2001), which defines a 
heritage learner as “a person raised in a home where a non-English language is spoken, who speaks 
or only understands the heritage language, and who has some proficiency in English and the 
heritage language and is to some degree bilingual” (p.39). Nevertheless, in spite of having been 
present in the United States for many years, Spanish HLLs have received comparatively less 
attention with respect to the acquisition, improvement or maintenance of their heritage language 
than L2 learners have. As soon as Latino immigrants come to the US, acquisition and use of their 
first language is interrupted as the majority language is learned and becomes dominant, resulting 
in an incompletely acquired first language (Carreira, 2013), with a grammatically simplified 
system and non-normative elements at the lexical and discourse levels (Lynch, 2008, p.253). As 
Valdés (2000) notes, HLLs “have lost their mother language to pay the price to become American” 
(p.239) in situations in which HLLs accept to assimilate to the dominant group,  and if they do not, 
that they are accused of refusing to become part of the US community and to learn English 
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(Potowski, 2010, p.1). However, in spite of the political disinterest in keeping Spanish alive, there 
is a current and increasing concern in higher education about creating special courses to meet 
HLLs’ linguistic and cultural needs. A significant number of publications, workshops and 
organizations have emerged with particular emphasis on HLLs and their language acquisition 
(Beaudrie & Fairclough, 2012; Beaudrie, 2011, 2012).  
The expanding interest in HLLs is a consequence of the growth of the Spanish-speaking 
population in the US in recent years. According to the US Census Bureau (2014), the Hispanic 
population in the US is the second-largest in the world with 54 million people, and this population 
is estimated to reach 132.8 million (30% of the US population) by 2050 (Beaudrie & Fairclough, 
2012).Thus, the hispanophone HL population will keep growing in the US, but Spanish will remain 
a minority language with language users who fall into a variety of different categories: language 
users who both understand and speak the language, language users who only understand the 
heritage language, language users who have some proficiency in English and the heritage language 
and those whose bilingual profiles vary immensely depending on their background experiences 
and schooling (Valdés, 2001, pp.39-42). According to recent data (Fry & Passel, 2010), the 
majority (52%) of the 16 million Hispanic children in the US are now “second generation;” that 
is, they were born in the US to at least one foreign-born parent, who typically emigrated from a 
Latin American country. About 11% are “first generation” born outside the US in a Latin American 
country, and 37% are “third generation or higher,” meaning that they were born in the US to US-
born parents. Regarding language courses for HLLs at the postsecondary level, Beaudrie (2011) 
conducted a nationwide online survey in 422 US four-year public and private universities in order 
to investigate the number of universities offering Spanish courses to HLLs. Beaudrie found an 
increase from 17.8% in 2002 to 40% in 2012, which reflects the expansion of this type of program 
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due to the increases in the Latino population. However, although there is a significant interest in 
education circles in providing more specialized courses for this population, the distribution shows 
that some states in the Southwest and the South offer fewer courses than universities in the 
Northeast regardless of their large number of Hispanic residents. In some cases, there is a lack of 
political, social and economic support for native language instruction, leaving HLLs to enroll in 
courses in Spanish as a foreign language (Felix, 2009; Draper and Hicks, 2000). As a result, they 
lose academic time that might otherwise be used to develop their ethnographic, grammatical, and 
discourse skills at an appropriate level (Lynch, 2003, p.30). Similarly, foreign language teachers 
feel frustrated about the inadequacy of teaching approaches commonly used with monolingual 
English-speaking students.  Although this situation denotes a lack of interest in HLLs in some 
states or cities, Beaudrie (2012) found a positive correlation between a large population of 
Hispanic students and the availability of Spanish HLL programs offered in the US. Yet, these 
programs will meet HLLs’ needs better if the specific factors that most influence language 
maintenance or loss are identified and considered in their planning stages. This way, it might be 
possible to reverse language shift by focusing on the predictors of language maintenance as a 
whole and on predictors of language development by skill, like writing. Since writing is a required 
ability for advancing in college and later in the workplace in a multilingual context, and given that 
instruction in the HL provides help for developing academic writing, it is necessary to know which 
variables facilitate heritage language maintenance and development in order to design better 
courses for HLLs. Some of these variables are reviewed in the following section. 
2.2.2. Predictors of heritage language maintenance 
In 1964, Fishman observed that immigrants in the US followed a common pattern of 
language shift, which led them to become English monolinguals by the fourth generation (Valdés, 
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1988) and that language shift can occur in a whole community, in a sub-group within the 
community, or at the individual level (Fishman, 1966). In alignment with Fishman’s observations, 
Veltman (1983; 1988) analyzed US census data and noted a steady shift of language use from 
Spanish to English among immigrants and native-born Hispanics. Veltman found that by the third 
generation, seven out of ten children of Hispanic immigrant families had almost totally lost their 
Spanish, and English was their predominant language. This language shift starts with the first 
generation of immigrants that come to the host country and use their native language at home, but 
learn English for instrumental reasons. The second generation–children of the first-generation 
immigrants–learn English at school and use it with their friends, increasingly limiting their native 
language to the home context and becoming English proficient in adulthood. The third generation 
loses most of what remains of their native language due to lack of use and support from family 
and school, resulting in English monolingualism. Therefore, Lieberson, Dalto, and Johnston 
(1975) stated that “the United States is a veritable cemetery of foreign languages, in that knowledge 
of the mother tongues of hundreds of immigrant groups has rarely lasted past the third generation” 
(cited in Portes & Hao, 1998:269), and the pressure to use only English is the key factor leading 
language loss (Portes & Hao, 1998). However, as has been noted by Kipp, Clyne and Pauwels 
(1995), policy of the host country may be a dual factor of language maintenance as it can “lead 
either to assimilation or to greater efforts at group identification and maintenance” (p.124). In 
addition, Portes and Hao criticize the fact that many Americans spend years acquiring the very 
languages that immigrants are forced to forget to satisfy the demands of a globalized world. 
Consequently, as a response to language shift, an increasing interest in language maintenance 
emerged, and scholars started to investigate those factors related to heritage language maintenance 
and loss. Kipp, Clyne and Pauwels (1995) classify these factors at the individual level and group 
9 
 
level. Factors at the individual level include age, gender, place of birth, education, marital status, 
prior knowledge of the majority language, reason for migration, length of residency in the new 
country, and language variety. At the group level, factors include the size and distribution of the 
ethnic group, the language policy in the new country, and the distance from the country of origin. 
Merino, Trueba, and Samaniego (1993) identified three variables related to first language and 
culture maintenance: the role of the educational context (the program model for instruction and 
curriculum approaches), the role of the community (the role of literacy in the languages in contact 
and in close proximity to a monolingual community), and individual learner differences (access to 
monolinguals in the family and language use at home). Other factors include parents’ education, 
parents’ employment, parents’ SES, intermarriage, legnth of US residence, and school 
characteristics (Alba, Logan, Lutz, & Stults, 2002; Nesteruk, 2009; Portes & Hao, 1998).  
Regarding the educational context, Spanish has been taught as an L2 or Foreign Language 
(FL) mostly at the university level in classes with both second language learners  and heritage 
language learners, and more recently in classes specifically for HLLs designed with the specific 
goals of language maintenance, revitalization, or (re)acquisition of [the] heritage language 
(Montrul, 2016). At the lower levels, dual-immersion programs have been created and continue to 
grow as they have proven to be fruitful for first language maintenance and development (see 
Potowski, 2005). Ramírez, Yuen, Ramey and Pasta’s (1991) 8-year longitudinal study compared 
the effects of three types of programs: an immersion strategy program where all instruction was in 
English; an early-exit program, in which children in first grade received 30-50 minutes of 
instruction in their home language per day with the rest in English, and in  second grade, all 
instruction was only in English; and a late-exit program in which at least 40 percent of instruction 
was given in their home language and students could remain in the program until the sixth grade. 
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Ramírez et al., found that in general, students that remained for six years in the late-exit program 
and received most of their instruction in their first language learned mathematical skills, English 
language, and reading in English faster than the other students. In another study, Aarts, De Ruijter 
and Verhoeven (cited in Verhoeven, 2004) collected oral and written samples of Turkish and 
Moroccan children living in the Netherlands and from a group of children from Turkey and 
Morocco. The first group received instruction in their heritage language for only 2-4 hours a week 
at school. Aarts et al. compared language proficiency of both groups after completing elementary 
school and found that Turkish HLLs were similarly proficient to the group in Turkey in speaking 
and writing. Moroccan HLLs’ oral proficiency was also similar to their Moroccan peers, but their 
first language writing proficiency lagged behind their native peers because the majority and 
minority languages do not share the same alphabet as was the case with Dutch and Turkish. In 
addition to these findings, and in regards to the mistaken belief that the ability in a first language 
might hinder the acquisition of a second language, a recent report presented by the National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (2017) found no evidence to indicate that the 
use of two languages confuses young children or hinders the development of one or both of their 
languages and that “being fluent in two or more languages is a natural attribute”. 
In regards to the role of the family and community, Gaarder (1971) identified that living in 
or being in contact with communities where the heritage language is spoken or with communities 
which receive immigrants continuously and using Spanish use with extended family like 
grandparents living in the same house or with other Spanish speakers outside of the home help 
with home language maintenance. As has been noted by Molesky (1988), Spanish would not be 
so noticeable and widespread in the US, nor would Spanish speakers be the group that is most 
resistant to English assimilation if it were not for the continuous immigration from Latin America 
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and proximity to Mexico and the Caribbean islands, which reinforces Spanish language and 
culture. In addition, the use of the mother tongue for communication with the community and 
people from the homeland, along with emotional attachment to L1 as a characteristic defining 
identity, and use of L1 in different contexts (home, church, work) are factors that encourage 
language retention (Conklin & Lourie, 1983; Stevens, 1992). Kipp, Clyne and Pauwels (1995) 
analyzed census immigration data in Australia and noted that the reason for migration also affects 
language maintenance since political refugees may feel loyal to their first language while a 
voluntary immigrant may embrace the majority culture without rejecting their own. In other study, 
Alba, Logan, Lutz, and Stults (2002) studied third- and later-generation 6-15 year-old children 
from Chinese, Cuban and Mexican immigrant groups. They looked at the language-assimilation 
process using regression modeling comparing speaking only English with parents’ education, 
parents’ employment, intermarriage, presence of other non-English speakers, and proximity to the 
ethnic group. Alba et al., collected census data and found that assimilation occurred in all groups 
by the third generation, but it was faster for Asians (90-95%), followed by Cubans (75%), and 
Mexicans (50-60%). Not surprisingly, parental exogamy was strongly associated with speaking 
only English-since parents are required to use the majority language at home in addition to the 
public domain-than parental endogamy. Parental endogamy, however, had a positive effect on HL 
maintenance in the second generation, but was not enough to preserve the mother tongue beyond 
the third generation. Proximity to the ethnic group is a relevant factor for language maintenance, 
and Cuban children in Miami and Mexican children near the border with Mexico were more likely 
to use Spanish at home than children living elsewhere. The presence of additional mother-tongue 
speakers at home notably reduced the likelihood of English monolingual children in the second 
generation and reduced this likelihood by 10-15% in the third generation in only the Mexican 
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immigrant families. Havin parents who had received higher education increased the probability of 
a child speaking only English. But as Kloss (cited in Kipp, Clyne & Pauwels, 1995) noted, parents’ 
education should be considered with caution as it has been found to be a questionable  factor that 
can  either promote language maintenance by embracing the heritage community culture or 
promote language shift by creating proximity to the dominant group. Finally, parents’ employment 
did not have an effect on language use at home. Nesteruk (2009) interviewed 50 highly educated, 
married immigrant professionals from Europe who had resided a minimum of 5 years in the US 
and were raising children. Nesteruk found that most of the parents had positive attitudes toward 
HL transmission and maintenance because they wanted their children to be able to communicate 
with their grandparents. However, while parents of young children were successful in the 
transmission of the HL to their children by having a stay-at-home mother with low English 
competence and extended family and friends who were speakers of the HL, most families where 
both parents had to work and resided in areas with low concentrations of ethnic communities were 
more focused on having their children learn English in order for that they would be able to be 
achieve success in their surroundings. Portes and Hao (1998) investigated native language use 
among over 5000 second generation HLLs in Florida and California. Portes and Hao found that 
length of US residence facilitated language loss, while other factors such as parents who share the 
same language, the presence of friends of the same origin and the presence of extended family 
facilitated preservation of the parental language. Hakuta and D’andrea (1992) investigated 
language proficiency, language choice and language attitudes as predictors of language 
maintenance of 308 high school HLLs of Mexican descent in California. The authors found that 
language shift occurred faster across generations in immigrant families in which both parents born 
in the US than those in which parents born in Mexico. Spanish proficiency was determined by 
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parents’ language use at home, mother’s level of education, and family ties with Mexico; 
attitudinal orientation toward Spanish did not predict proficiency.   
Lastly, Hispanic immigrants form a heterogeneous group in terms of origin, place of birth, 
immigration background, socioeconomic status, occupation, education, geographical distribution, 
cultural practices, religion and political affiliation, generation, age, gender, first and second 
language input,  language use (Molesky, 1988; Valdés, 1988), language attitudes and motivation 
(Lambert, 1977; Gardner, 1985). Therefore, bilinguals in Hispanic American communities are so 
varied that “it is impossible to conjecture about language strengths or weaknesses” based on any 
particular characteristic (Valdés, 1988:117). Despite the fact that immigrants are not a 
homogeneous group, they can maintain their first language, revitalize it or even re-acquire it if 
they receive input in optimal quantity and with optimal quality (Montrul, 2016) through instruction 
in their L1 and through the use of their L1 with other speakers at home and beyond the home 
setting. Therefore, according to previous research, HL input from parents, siblings, extended 
family and friends; living near the border with Mexico or in a dominant Spanish-speaking 
community; having monolingual HL parents; having positive attitudes toward the HL; and 
receiving instruction in the HL, seem to be some of the strongest factors preventing L1 loss. 
2.2.3. Predictors of heritage language literacy 
One of the most noticeable signals of language shift is a decline in literacy over time 
(Montrul, 2008; Tse, 2001). Although it is generally assumed that most heritage children learn to 
speak the heritage language, many children never develop reading and writing skills at all (Valdés-
Fallis, 1978; Weissberg, 2006), and most HLLs were not born in households supported by parents 
who are writers (in the academic sense) or where the functions or uses of writing resemble those 
practiced at school (Valdés, 1992). In addition, among those who learn to write, there is a lot of 
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individual variation in the level of writing ability, ranging from those at a “speech-written-down” 
style of writing–writing containing conversational aspects–to those who received some type of 
writing instruction, were exposed to large amounts of written input and are moving away from oral 
writing to a more academic style (Weissberg, 2006, p.10). As Weissberg states (citing Luria, 1969, 
Leot’yev, 1969, and Bruffee, 1995), novice writers use inner speech–silent oral language use as a 
cognitive tool for solving problems–as a tool for producing what he calls “written speech”–a kind 
of thought that is externalized in written form. In this way, early writing is strongly linked to speech 
and can then develop with explicit instruction, moving from a spontaneous style to a careful style 
(see Chafe, 1982, and Halliday, 1987). For this reason, the writing of many HLLs without 
instruction in their heritage language will resemble their speaking (Colombi, 1995; 1997). Surveys 
have revealed that writing is self-rated as the weakest skill among HLLs either because they do 
not use it frequently or because they do not practice writing at school or at work. Valdés, Fishman, 
Chávez, and Pérez (2006) for example, surveyed a total of 200 Latino professionals from 
California including judges, lawyers, professors, doctors, teachers, officials, and business people 
to learn about their habits of reading and writing professional material in Spanish. Thirty percent 
reported never reading in Spanish, 28% rarely did so, and 28% sometimes did. Only 3% reported 
always reading professional materials in Spanish. Likewise, 33% reported never writing in 
Spanish, 28% rarely did so, and 23% sometimes did. Only 1% reported always writing professional 
materials in Spanish (p.66). They found that while 84% used Spanish at work (always or often) 
and 80% used Spanish with clients (always or often), only 3% reported always reading professional 
material in Spanish, and only 1% reported always writing professional material in Spanish (p.66). 
This result exhibits the possible lack of academic writing resources in the HL due to the 
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overwhelming number of materials in English. It is also very likely that professionals like doctors 
or lawyers write more in English because all official records are written in the majority language.  
Callahan (2010) did a study on Spanish heritage language learners’ use of written Spanish 
by. She interviewed 22 current and former Latino students from high school and college Spanish 
courses and found that among the participants the use of written Spanish was minimal. Most of 
them recognized the need to write differently from the way they spoke and the need to use more 
sophisticated vocabulary. Some mentioned that they needed to think in English and then translate 
into Spanish. Although most of them mentioned having the desire to write a complete book in 
Spanish, their everyday writing was, for the most part, limited to diaries.  
Carreira and Kagan (2011) conducted a survey through the National Heritage Language 
Resource Center (NHLRC) with 1732 heritage learners of 22 different languages at the university 
level to learn more about their attitudes, goals and experiences. Spanish heritage learners claimed 
they use their home language frequently but only in informal contexts, with around 60% visiting 
their country of origin at least once a year and 95.5% using Spanish or both English and Spanish 
at home. However, their access to academic Spanish was more limited, with 45.5% mentioning 
not having studied Spanish formally, and 81% reporting that they had never attended school in a 
Spanish-speaking country. Overall, they rated their oral/aural skills at the native or advanced level 
and their reading and writing at an intermediate level, which suggests a need for instruction in this 
area.  
Bowles and Montrul (2014) surveyed a total of 60 university heritage learners about the 
areas they felt to be most important to improve in Spanish using a 5-point Likert scale with 1 being 
“not important” and 5  being “very important”. The learners indicated that it was most important 
for them to improve their grammatical accuracy (4.7), their writing (4.67), and their reading, 
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vocabulary and speaking fluency (all over 4), with listening rated lower (4.0), perhaps because 
they consider listening to be their strongest skill (p.116). In sum, the previous studies show that 
HLLs consider writing their least developed skill. These students express their need for more 
practice at school because literacy skills in Spanish are not used very frequently, even at the 
professional level. 
 Previous research has shown that government policies, community print resources and 
families’ economic and social conditions can affect children’s language development. García and 
Díaz (1992) conducted a study with 394 Hispanic high school students in Miami using a 
questionnaire. Students mentioned being able to speak, read, and write in Spanish, but they rated 
their English writing ability higher than their Spanish writing ability. They considered English to 
be more important than Spanish for their future and reported using English more than Spanish in 
both formal and informal contexts. They also preferred using English to talk to siblings, and 
Spanish to talk to adults at home. Additional research has shown that parental use of the HL, trips 
to the parents’ home country, watching TV programs in the HL, instruction that promotes reading 
for pleasure in the HL, and access to printed materials in the HL, are predictors of increased HL 
competence and reading achievement on standardized tests (Cho & Krashen, 2000; McQuillan, 
1998; Neuman, 1999; Tse, 2001). Tse (2001) conducted a study with 10 HLLs of Spanish, 
Cantonese and Japanese with high levels of literacy in their HL that used a survey to obtain 
information about the types of print access and literacy experiences that helped promote HL 
development. The author found that print materials in HL were accessed at home and in the 
community by attending religious meetings and leisure activities in which family and community 
members functioned as experts guiding literacy development. Similarly, Sneddon (2000) 
investigated the language use and literacy practice of 36 British children whose HL was Guajarati, 
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had some knowledge of Urdu, and received education in English only. Three age groups were 
selected: 3, 7 and 11-year-olds and were divided into two groups based on whether they had access 
to a community cultural and religious center. The assumption was that children who had access to 
the community center were also more likely to receive input in the heritage language by listening 
to their parents read stories. Sneddon used interviews, recordings and observations to collect 
information from the children’s parents about their own language use; their children’s language 
use; literacy experience within the family; support for literacy; and scores on standardized English 
tests. Sneddon found that children with access to a community center were more likely to be told 
stories in Guajarati by their parents and used Guajarati more with their siblings than those without 
access to a community center. Reading was commonly practiced by parents and children in 
English, but was less common in Guajarati or Urdu, which was used for religious purposes. Writing 
in their HL was not taught at all. By age 11, children could narrate stories in either English or 
Guajarati, but used a more informal style in their HL. Overall, children achieved proficiency in 
English and functioned as translators to help their parents. They also achieved fluency in oral 
Guajarati, gained a good understanding of Guajarati texts, and were able to read religious texts in 
Urdu.  
Oh and Au (2005) investigated the relationship between sociocultural background 
variables–cultural identification, cultural participation, and use of Spanish outside of class–and 
accent in Spanish and mastery of grammar. They found that mastery of accent in Spanish was 
positively correlated to all the variables and that HLLs who used more Spanish outside of class 
had better mastery of grammar. These results suggest that HLLs should be encouraged to explore 
their cultural identity, to participate in activities related to their culture and to use their heritage 
language in a variety of contexts in order to be successful in their language development. Oh and 
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Au also suggest that more studies are needed to investigate what particular variables facilitate 
language acquisition in order to facilitate course design.  
Zhang and Koda (2011) conducted a study with 36 Chinese-English bilingual children 
enrolled in a weekend community school to investigate the effect of reading practice at home on 
HLLs’ word knowledge development. They collected information about students’ backgrounds, 
language use at home, independent reading, and joint reading activities and measured their 
knowledge of word structure and vocabulary breadth in Chinese.  Zhang and Koda found a positive 
correlation between parents’ language use and children’s vocabulary breadth, but not with 
children’s character structure knowledge, which is not surprising given that parents’ oral input 
enriches their children’s lexical repertoire, but character structure requires exposure to the written 
language. There was also a positive correlation between children’s schoolwork-related reading 
practice in the HL and word knowledge, but no correlation was found between leisure reading and 
word knowledge, suggesting that in order to advance in literacy, a minimum threshold of practice 
is required. The authors suggest that parents should spend more time reading HL materials with 
their children as well as providing assistance with schoolwork. 
Dixon and Wu (2014) conducted an extensive literature review about the factors that 
influence home literacy and L2 literacy development among bilingual immigrants. Two groups of 
factors were identified: 1. The educational context (policies regarding language of instruction, 
school-based family literacy programs); and 2. The role of the community (home language and 
literacy practices, parents’ education and socio-economic status (SES), cultural beliefs, quantity 
and type of print literacy activities, community-based family literacy programs, literacy resources 
and neighborhood SES). Regarding government policy, English-only policies influence children’s 
language preference and can prevent them from developing high proficiency in their L1 (Ro & 
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Cheatham, 2009). Parents’ education also plays an important role in children’s literacy. Highly 
educated immigrant parents read to their children in L2 more and visit libraries more frequently 
than parents with a lower education level, facilitating L2 acquisition (Ro & Cheatham, 2009). 
Reading frequency and parental’ involvement can also influence children’s L1 literacy 
development and vocabulary expansion (Reese, Garnier, & Goldenberg, 2000; Patterson, 2002; 
Quiroz, Snow & Zhao, 2010). Some immigrant families identified watching TV as a tool for 
learning new words and maintaining connections with their culture (Perry & Moss, 2011). 
 Most previous studies with HLLs have studied literacy practices among immigrant families 
without examining their contributions to the children’s literacy development (Dixon & Wu, 2014), 
and the majority of studies focus on children’s reading rather than writing.  Very few focus on 
adolescent college writers (Early, 2010); therefore, the present study had to rely on an additional 
study with English native speakers and English learners as well. Mo and Troia (2016) investigated 
what variables best predicted writing performance in English. They conducted a study with 73,760 
8th graders from 27 states in the US. They examined the relationship between students’ 
demographic background (gender, ethnicity, SES, disability status, ethnicity, and English learner 
status) and their writing experiences at school with their writing quality as measured by the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). Mo and Troia found that all of the 
demographic variables were significant predictors of writing performance. For instance, in terms 
of gender, female students outperformed their male peers. Students with low SES–those receiving 
free-lunch at school–obtained lower scores than their peers not receiving free lunch. Asian students 
outperformed White students, and White students outperformed Hispanic, Asian American and 
Black students. Regarding writing experiences, Mo and Troia found a significant relationship 
between all writing experiences (frequency of writing across subject areas, frequency of writing 
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for varied purposes, frequency of using the writing process, and computer use in writing) with 
higher scores writing quality as measured by the NAEP. The authors suggested that in order to 
help students improve their writing ability, they need to be given more opportunities to write across 
subject areas and for a variety of purposes. 
2.2.4. Descriptors of writing ability 
Assuming that language is a dynamic system where linguistic features interact with each 
other (Schmid, Verspoor, & MacWhinney, 2011); that it does not grow in a linear way (Larsen-
Freeman 2006; Verspoor, Schmid, & Xu, 2012; Young, 1995); and that it is not possible to describe 
learners’ knowledge and language proficiencywith just one measurement (Housen, Kuiken, & 
Vedder, 2012; Milton, 2009),CAF measures , which have been used to describe L2 writing ability, 
will be complemented with lexical measures (Skehan, 2009) such as lexical diversity (McCarthy 
& Jarvis, 2010), lexical density and lexical sophistication (Laufer & Nation, 1995). Given that 
these constructs have been used to describe L2 writing ability, it seems reasonable to expand their 
applicability to analyze HLLs’ writing ability and look at how these constructs relate to each other. 
In the following, I present a brief definition of each construct while in the methodology section, I 
provide a more detailed description about how each construct is calculated. 
Lexical Diversity (LDIV) refers to the number of different words in a text and is measured 
as the ratio of types (different unique words) to the total number of tokens (words) in a text. In 
general, the more types there are in a text in relation to the total number of tokens, the more diverse 
the vocabulary is (Bulté & Housen, 2012). Lexical Density (LD) is defined by Laufer and Nation 
(1995) as the percentage of lexical words (nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs) in relation to the 
total number of words in a text. Since the lexical words are the words conveying information, the 
assumption is that a text will become denser (provide more information), as the number of lexical 
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words increases in relation to the total number of words. Lexical Sophistication (LS), also called 
lexical richness, is defined by Milton (2009) as “the proportion of infrequent words in a text” (p. 
131). Word frequency is determined in reference to a particular corpus such as the Corpus del 
Español (Davies, 2006), which was compiled from a set of 20,000,000 words of spoken and written 
Spanish. The words are organized according to their relative frequency including the likelihood of 
appearing in either formal or informal discourse. Generally, the words that fall within the first 
2000 most frequent words are considered frequent or basic, while words above the 2000 band are 
considered advanced or sophisticated. Therefore, a text will be considered more sophisticated as 
it increases in the number of sophisticated words. 
Syntactic complexity (COM) is “the range and the sophistication of grammatical resources 
exhibited in language production” (Ortega, 2015, p.82). Ortega, points out (citing Mazgutova & 
Kormos, 2015; Vyatkina, Hirschmann, & Golcher, 2015), that syntactic complexity seems to 
increase as a writer matures and with the help of instruction. Therefore, complexity must be 
focused on the use of a variety of grammatical and lexical features, the main assumption being that 
as a writer’s proficiency increases, s/he will produce more grammatically and lexically complex 
sentences (Wolfe-Quintero, et al., 1998:4). Accuracy (ACC) is referred to as “being error-free” 
(Lennon, 1990:390), or ‘‘the ability to be free from errors while using language’’ (Wolfe-Quintero, 
et al., 1998:33). Accuracy is measured as the number of errors encountered in a text using any of 
a variety of measures (see Polio, 1997; Polio, 2001; Polio & Shea, 2014; Wolfe-Quintero, 1998). 
Lastly, fluency (FLU) is defined as the number of words or structural units a writer is able to 
include in their writing within a particular period of time (Wolfe-Quintero, et al., 1998:14). The 
underlying assumption is that as a writer’s proficiency improves, the amount of text they are able 
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to write in a given time increases. Previous studies that have investigated HLLs’ writing ability 
are described in the following section. 
2.2.5. Studies on HLLs’ writing ability 
 Some previous studies have investigated HLLs’ writing ability at the structural level using 
diverse measures. Dengub (2012) compared Russian native speakers’ and Russian HLLs’ 
academic writing using measures of syntactic complexity, lexical complexity, accuracy, and 
fluency. Dengub analyzed a total of 118 texts: half of the texts were written by Russian HLLs in 
the United States who participated in an American university writing contest; the other half of the 
texts were written by Russian native speakers in Russia. Dengub found that the highly proficient 
HLLs only differed from their native speaker peers in accuracy. Low proficiency HLLs, on the 
other hand, were considerably different in comparison to highly proficient and native speakers. In 
general, all HLLs presented strong abilities in syntax, but had issues with morphology, spelling 
and punctuation. Another study (Elola & Mikulski, 2016) compared the way Spanish HLLs and 
students of Spanish as a foreign language (SFL) in a mixed class approached the same writing task 
in English and Spanish. Elola and Mikulski measured fluency (quantity of words, the mean number 
of words per T-unit, and the words-per-minute rate) and accuracy (percentage of error-free T-units 
and the number and percentage of errors). A T-unit is “the shortest grammatically allowable 
sentences into which writing can be split” (Hunt, 1970) and is explained further in the scoring 
procedure section. Regarding fluency, Elola and Mikulski found that SFLs were more fluent and 
accurate in English than in Spanish, and less fluent in Spanish than HLLs. As for accuracy, both 
groups were more accurate in English than in Spanish. HLLs had more error-free T-units than 
SFLs, and the two groups differed in the types of errors they made. Whereas HLLs had issues with 
orthography, missing words, and mood, SFLs struggled with lexical selection, canonical gender, 
23 
 
number and verb agreement, and omission of personal a. In general, fluency and accuracy 
measures used in this study were useful for comparing the writing of the two groups in a mixed 
class. Lastly, in a cross-sectional design, Danzak (2011) compared texts written by twenty 11-14 
year-old Spanish-speaking English language learners (ELLs) at the lexical, syntactic and 
discursive levels. Each participant wrote 2 narrative texts and 2 expository texts, in both Spanish 
and English, for a total of 8 texts. At the lexical level, Danzak counted the number of different 
words (NDW) using Ravid’s (2006) scale. At the syntactic level, Danzak obtained clausal 
complexity by counting the number of embedded subordinate clauses contained in a T-unit and 
providing a score based on that number. The total points were divided by the total number of 
clauses in the text. At the discourse level, Danzak rated the texts for organization, quality of 
support, and mechanics using the Analytic Scales for Assessing Students’ Expository and 
Narrative Writing Skills (CSE) (Quellmalz & Burry, 1983). In general, performance at the three 
levels (lexical, syntactic, and discursive) was similar across languages. At the lexical level, most 
of the participants depended more on concrete nouns; at the syntactic level, they produced 
sentences with independent clauses and single subordinate clauses rather than multiple, embedded 
subordinate clauses; and at the discourse level, they used the knowledge-telling strategy (Bereiter 
& Scardamalia, 1987, p.5) that is commonly used by less sophisticated writers and takes cues from 
the prompt and genre to activate related topic knowledge (Danzak, 2011, p.501).   
In sum, the literature review indicated that previous studies have not specifically linked 
possible predicting factors to writing ability in the HL. The only available study (Mo & Troia, 
2016) was conducted with L2 learners and found a positive correlation between frequency of 
writing across subject areas, frequency of writing for varied purposes, and L2 writing ability. 
Therefore, research with HLLs is needed to determine what variables can predict writing ability in 
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the HL in terms of CAF constructs in order to suggest actions for instructors, parents, and students 
to improve writing in the heritage language. 
2.3. The present study 
 Since most previous studies conducted with HLLs have not focus on writing, but rather on 
reading development, this gap in the HLL literature needs attention. Therefore, this study advances 
research in the field of heritage language writing by analyzing the written production of university 
level HLLs of Spanish at the lexical, syntactic and discourse levels, and the relationship among 
these measures; and by investigating HLLs’ background and writing experience variables as 
predictors of various measures of writing ability in the heritage language. The results of this study 
will provide valuable information about social and language practice factors that may bolster 
writing ability in the HL and help in planning better heritage language courses through which 
students can learn to use the HL as an academic resource to compete in a globalized world in need 
of more prepared multilingual professionals. The research questions that guided the present study 
are the following: 
RQ1. Which background variables are significant predictors of HLLs’ writing ability as 
measured by CAF features? 
RQ2. Which writing experience variables are significant predictors of HLLs’ writing 
ability as measured by CAF features? 
RQ3. How are the CAF features related to each other? 
2.4. Method 
 The sample size of 85 participants provided sufficient statistical power for as many as 7 
predictors to be included in the model (Field, 2005). The following variables were selected:  1. 
Students’ background variables (self-rated oral proficiency in Spanish, self-rated writing 
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proficiency in Spanish, gender, and language use); and 2. Writing experience (frequency of writing 
in Spanish in terms of number of pages written in Spanish by semester in high school, diversity of 
texts in terms of the number of text types written in Spanish in high school, and academic writing 
in Spanish in terms of whether students wrote academic essays in Spanish in high school or not).  
According to the literature, better writing includes the following features: 1. Longer texts 
per time unit (Polio, 2001); 2. More grammatically and lexically complex sentences (Wolfe-
Quintero, et al., 1998:4); 3. Fewer errors (Lennon, 1990); 4. More diverse vocabulary (McCarthy 
and Jarvis, 2010); 5. More lexical words–nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs–than function words–
prepositions, pronouns, conjunctions (Laufer &Nation, 1995); and 6. More low-frequency words 
(Laufer &Nation, 1995). It is also expected that higher self-rated writing ability along with higher 
self-rated oral proficiency in Spanish can predict better written ability in Spanish. Whereas it may 
seem self-evident that higher self-rated writing proficiency predicts better writing ability in 
Spanish, the relationship between self-rated oral proficiency and writing is not as clear. 
However, it has been observed that HLLs who have not received writing instruction write 
similarly to the way they speak because speech is the most readily available resource they can 
draw on (Colombi, 1997), suggesting that some of the linguistic measures may be predicted by 
oral proficiency. Language use beyond the home setting (Portes & Hao, 1998) implies more use 
of Spanish with additional individuals apart from family members and this use in turn may imply 
better writing ability. In terms of writing experience, it is expected that participants who often 
write in their heritage language, who write a diversity of texts (Mo & Troia, 2016) and who also 





2.4.1. Participants  
The participants were 85 HLLs of Spanish recruited from a large public university in 
Illinois. The sample consisted of 51 females (60%) and 34 males (40%) with an average age of 20 
(SD=1.54), and age ranged from 18 to 26. All participants reported being second generation 
English-Spanish bilinguals born in the US and living in Chicago or its surrounding neighborhoods 
at the time of this study. HLLs self-rated their language proficiency in both English and Spanish 
holistically and by skill and holistically, following a 5-point Likert scale with 0=None, 1=Low, 
2=Intermediate, 3=Advanced, 4=Native-like. The data collected in Table 2.1 show that 
participants evaluated their language skills lower in Spanish than in English. While 78 participants 
(91.7%) reported having overall English proficiency in the advanced to native-like range, only 22 
participants (25.88%) mentioned having similar proficiency in Spanish. Similarly, 78 participants 
(91.7%) evaluated their writing in English in the advanced to native-like range, but only 16 
participants (18.8%) mentioned having similar proficiency in Spanish.  Further comparison of 
mean self-ratings using paired-samples t-tests indicated that participants evaluated their overall 
English proficiency significantly higher than their overall Spanish proficiency, t(84) = 13.57, p< 
0.0001, d = 1.47, and their writing in English significantly higher than their writing in Spanish, 
t(84) = 15.5, p< 0.0001, d = 1.67. 
In addition, the HLLs were asked what language they learned first, English or Spanish, and 
whether they considered Spanish to be their native language or a second language. Fifty-three 
participants (62.3%) reported being sequential bilinguals acquiring Spanish first and English later, 
only 3 (3.5%) reported having learned English first and Spanish later, whereas 29 (34.1%) reported 
being simultaneous bilinguals, acquiring both languages at the same time. Fifty (58.8%) 
considered Spanish a second language and 35 (41.2%) considered it a native language, which 
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suggests that more than a half of the participants have already adopted English as their primary 
language. Participants were asked whether they consider writing an academic paper and a personal 
letter to be difficult or not. Fifty-four students (63.5%) said writing an academic paper in Spanish 
was difficult, while only 25 students (29.4%) considered writing an informal paper (such as a 
personal letter) in Spanish to be difficult. 
Table 2.1 Mean self-ratings in English and Spanish language skills (0=None, 4= Native-like), 
SDs are in parentheses. 
       HLLs  (n = 85)  
 








Reading 3.66 (0.57) 2.35 (0.89) 
 
Listening 3.74 (0.47) 3.11 (0.76) 
 
Speaking 3.61 (0.60) 2.48 (0.84) 
 
Overall 3.64 (0.52) 2.46 (0.67) 
 
Further information about participants’ parents indicated that 72 participants (84.7%) 
reported having Latin American born parents, while 13 participants (15.3%) reported having one 
Latin American parent and one US born parent. As to parents’ language use at home, 39 
participants (45.9%) reported that both parents use Spanish only at home, while 46 (54.11%) said 
that at least one parent uses both English and Spanish at home. Lastly, in terms of parents’ 
education, 64 participants (75.3%) reported having parents without higher education–from 
elementary school up to high school–and only 21 (24.7%) reported having at least one parent with 
higher education–beyond high school. Although parents’ information can also predict HLLs’ 
writing ability, it was not considered for this study due to the small sample size (n=85), which 
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limits the number of predictors that can be included in a regression analysis for which10-15 
participants per predictor is the recommended number. Additionally, given the homogeneity of the 
sample in terms of parental background (i.e., education level), it would not have been a meaningful 
predictor, even with a larger sample.  
2.4.2. Background variables 
Four background variables were selected: Spanish writing proficiency (PROWS), Spanish 
oral proficiency (PROSS), sex (SEX), and language use (LANGUSE). Written and oral Spanish 
proficiency were taken from the participants’ self-rated proficiency rated on a 5-point scale 
provided in the sociolinguistic questionnaire at the beginning of the study. Each of these two 
variables had values from 0 to 4. Sex referred to whether the participant was male or female. This 
variable was coded as a binary dummy variable with 0=male, 1=female. The sample was 
comprised of 51 females (60%) and 34 males (40%). Use of Spanish (LANGUSE) refers to 
whether participants use Spanish exclusively at home with parents, grandparents or siblings, or 
whether they use Spanish at home and outside of the home with additional people including 
extended family and friends or with colleagues at work. This variable was converted into a binary 
dummy variable with 0=home and 1=home and outside of the home, assuming that using Spanish 
beyond the home setting implies more use of Spanish. Twenty-five participants (29.4%) reported 
using Spanish only at home, while 60 participants (70.6%) reported using Spanish on a daily basis 
at home and outside of the home. 
2.4.3. Writing experience variables 
Writing experience included three variables: amount of writing in Spanish (PAGEWS), 
diversity of texts written in Spanish (TWHSH), and writing academic texts in Spanish (ESSAYS). 
The amount of writing in Spanish (PAGEWS) was expressed in terms of the number of pages 
written in Spanish per semester in high school; the diversity of texts (TWHSH) was defined as the 
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number of text types written in Spanish in high school; and academic writing in Spanish (ESSAYS) 
was expressed in terms of whether students wrote academic essays in Spanish in high school or 
not. Regarding the amount of writing in Spanish, the participants received the following 
instruction: Please estimate the amount of required writing in Spanish that you did per semester 
while in high school (choose only one option). The options included: 0=none, 1=1 page, 2=2-5 
pages, 3=6-10 pages, 4=more than 10 pages. Results showed that the full range of values on the 
scale was not used so the mean was calculated (M=2.5), and a binary dummy variable was created. 
The values for this variable were 0=little practice (including those values between 0-5 pages), and 
1=much practice (including values between 6 pages and beyond 10). Diversity of texts refers to 
the total number of text types participants wrote in Spanish in high school. Seven options were 
provided in total including essays, personal letters, e-mails, summaries, reading reports, diaries, 
and an ‘other’ category. If students selected ‘other’ they were provided with a space to write the 
text(s) type(s). The mean was calculated (M=2.33) and a dummy variable was created with 0=0-2 
types of texts and 1=more than 3 types of texts. Academic writing refers to the type of texts 
students were required to write in Spanish in high school. A dummy variable was created with 
0=informal writing (letters, poems, e-mails, summaries, reading reports, diaries), and 1=academic 
writing (essays). Table 2.2 presents a summary of the seven predictors in the study. 
Table 2.2 Variables included in the study as predictors of HL writing. 
Background variables Writing experience 
 
  
Spanish writing proficiency(PROWS) 
 





Amount of writing in Spanish (PAGEWS) 
 
Diversity of texts written in Spanish (TWHSH) 
 
Writing academic texts in Spanish (ESSAYS) 
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Table 2.2 (cont.) 
 
Use of Spanish (LANGUSE) 
 
Labels of each variable are in parentheses. 
2.5. Procedure 
 The first step to conduct this study and all the studies in this dissertation was to obtain the 
authorization of the Institutional Review Board from the two universities from which I recruited 
participants and collected data (see Appendix A).All the participants were invited to participate in 
the study, received a detailed explanation of the procedure, and signed a consent form (see 
Appendix B). They completed an online sociolinguistic questionnaire (see Appendix C) with their 
personal information, family information, linguistic history, self-rated language proficiency, and 
writing experience. The seven predictors for this study were drawn from this information. In 
addition to this questionnaire, the participants were asked to write a text in response to a prompt 
(see Appendix D). In general, the prompt was adapted to be within the students’ personal 
experience and background knowledge (Kroll & Reid, 1994) because knowledge of the topic 
influences the content, quality and quantity of discourse (Nippold, 2010, p.50). The prompt elicited 
a letter to a new fictitious Latin-American President who is looking for information and 
suggestions to elaborate a plan to slow down emigration from his country to the United States. The 
letter was directed to a specific reader (a fictitious president) in order to encourage students to take 
on more responsibility in selecting the rhetorical options to address a formal audience (Scott, 
2010), develop their arguments, and explain a particular situation. The students received the 
prompt written on lined paper and were given 5 minutes for planning because previous research 
has shown that planning time can help writers improve fluency and complexity (Ellis & Yuan, 
2004). After the 5 minutes, they had 30 minutes to write in Spanish, paying careful attention to 
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their argumentation and to conventions of written Spanish such as spelling and accents. Students 
who finished their letter before the time allotted were encouraged to spend the remainder of the 
time editing and proofreading their writing. This written sample was analyzed in terms of syntactic 
complexity, accuracy, fluency, lexical density, lexical diversity, and lexical sophistication. A 
correlation analysis was performed to compare the relationship among the writing measures, and 
further multiple regressions were performed to compare each measure individually with the seven 
predictors described previously.        
2.5.1. Scoring procedure 
Lexical Diversity (LDIV) has often been measured using the type-token ratio (TTR), 
(Johnson, 1944), which is basically the division of tokens (total number of words in a text) by the 
types (number of different words). In a sentence like: the girl jumped over the bench, there are 6 
tokens, but only 5 types because the word the occurs twice. In this case, TTR=0.83. In general, the 
more types there are in a text in relation to the total number of tokens, the more diverse the 
vocabulary is. That is, the higher the TTR value, the greater the lexical diversity. Nonetheless, this 
measure is problematic (Jarvis, 2013; Vermeer, 2000) as it varies as a function of the text length. 
Consequently, McCarthy and Jarvis (2010) developed The Measure of Textual Lexical Diversity 
(MTLD), which is a more sophisticated, modified type-token ratio that is unaffected by text length 
and that can be calculated using a free online program1. Koizumi (2012) tested the extent to which 
MTLD and other measures were sensitive to text length. He found that the MTLD was the least 
affected by text length, but that it should be used with texts of at least 100 tokens, and according 
to Jarvis (personal communication), it is preferable to use texts longer than 150 words. However, 
this measure must be used with caution because two texts similar in length and number of content 
                                                          




and function words, may show a similar LDIV, but have different word frequency dispersion. 
Furthermore, there is debate about whether to use words or lemmas when measuring LDIV. This 
study measured LDIV using lemmatization because it produced more accurate results with the 
same text length in a study of French (Treffers-Daller, 2013) which like Spanish, is a highly 
inflected language and therefore, the lemma is the most accurate way of counting words (Vermeer, 
2004, cited in Milton, 2009). Following Treffers-Daller’s steps: 1. All the inflected forms of nouns, 
verbs, and adjectives were replaced by the corresponding lemma, described by Milton (2009) as a 
headword and its most frequent inflections (p.32), or “the ‘base word’ or ‘dictionary headword’ to 
which each individual form belongs” (Davies, 2006, p.4); so for example, verb forms like busco, 
buscas, buscamos, were replaced with the infinitive form buscar. 2. Articles, demonstratives, 
pronouns, and question words were replaced with the masculine singular form, so for example la, 
unos, sus, cuáles were replaced by el, un, su, cuál, respectively. 3. Auxiliaries estar and haber 
were excluded. In addition to lemmatization, English words, items transferred from English like 
loans, calques and lexical creations (see Fairclough & Belpoliti, 2015, for examples), numbers, 
proper nouns, and names were also excluded (Milton, 2009).Once the text was lemmatized, it was 
pasted into the online MTLD calculator that provided the results. 
Lexical Density (LD) is the percentage of lexical words (nouns, verbs, adjectives, and 
adverbs) in relation to the total number of words in a text (Laufer &Nation, 1995) and is calculated 
using the following formula: 
                             Number of lexical tokens  
    LD =   -------------------------------------- x 100 
                     Total number of tokens 
Since the lexical words convey information, the assumption is that a text will become 
denser (provide more information) as the number of lexical words increases in relation to the total 
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number of words. However, as Laufer and Nation caution, since LD also depends on the syntactic 
features of a text, as a text becomes more complex (e.g. has more instances of subordination), the 
number of function words (prepositions, articles, pronouns, etc.) may decrease, affecting the result 
of LD. Consequently, this measure may be useful when calculated along with other measures like 
Lexical Sophistication. 
Lexical Sophistication (LS), also called lexical richness, is defined by Milton (2009) as 
“the proportion of infrequent words in a text” (p. 131). As Milton points out, there is not a fixed 
limit at which a word is considered infrequent, although there are bands of frequency established 
for each language. In English for example, there is a suggested limit at the first 2000 most frequent 
words, and everything beyond that limit is considered infrequent. For the current study, the limit 
of the first 2000 most frequent words in Spanish was adopted, and the Corpus del Español (Davies, 
2006) was used as the reference. Since the Corpus del Español contains a list of the 5000 most 
frequent headwords or lemmas in Spanish, this study used lemmas rather than words to express 
lexical sophistication. A general assumption is that most frequent words are acquired first, so it is 
expected that more proficient HLLs use more low-frequency words–beyond the 2000 threshold. 
This expectation aligns with Laufer and Nation’s (1995) claim that a “richer vocabulary is 
characteristic of better language knowledge” (p.316). Lexical Sophistication was calculated 
dividing the total number of lemmas that fall outside of the 2000 most frequent lemmas by the 
total number of lemmas in the text. 
          Number of advanced lemmas 
          LS = -------------------------------------    x 100 
           Total number of lemmas 
 
In order to calculate LS in Spanish, the 5000 most frequent lemmas from the Corpus del 
Español were typed in an Excel sheet. Then, the lemmas of content words obtained from every 
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text were compared to this Excel list using the VLOOKUP function. The resulting number of 
lemmas not included in the 2000 most frequent lemmas were considered the advanced lemmas and 
added to the formula. 
Syntactic complexity (COM) is “the range and the sophistication of grammatical resources 
exhibited in language production” (Ortega, 2015, p.82). Ortega points out (citing Mazgutova & 
Kormos, 2015; Vyatkina, Hirschmann, & Golcher, 2015) that syntactic complexity seems to 
increase as a writer matures and with the help of instruction. Therefore, a measure of complexity 
must focus on the use of a variety of grammatical and lexical features, the main assumption being 
that as a writer’s proficiency increases, s/he will produce more grammatically and lexically 
complex sentences (Wolfe-Quintero, et al., 1998, p.4). Although a diversity of measures have been 
employed, Polio (2001) and Norris and Ortega (2009) found that clauses per T-unit is the most 
commonly used measure. A T-unit was first defined by Hunt (1970) as the “shortest unit into which 
a piece of discourse can be cut without leaving any sentence fragment as residue” (p.188). For the 
purpose of this study, a T-unit was coded as every independent clause plus all the subordinated 
clauses attached to it, and all the coordinated clauses were counted as separate units (Gutiérrez-
Clellen & Hofstetter, 1994). The letters written by the participants were segmented into T-units by 
the researcher, and an experienced linguist did an interrater reliability check. A total of 9 letters 
(10.6% of the total sample) were checked achieving a rate of agreement of 100%.  
Accuracy (ACC) is referred to as “being error-free” (Lennon, 1990, p.390), or ‘‘the ability 
to be free from errors while using language’’ (Wolfe-Quintero, et al., 1998, p.33). Accuracy is 
expressed in terms of the number or percentage of error-free language encountered in a text using 
any of a variety of measures (see Polio, 1997; Polio, 2001; Polio & Shea, 2014; Wolfe-Quintero, 
1998). Polio and Shea studied the reliability and validity of several measures of linguistic accuracy 
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on written texts, taking caution to include interrater reliability rates and to provide a detailed coding 
of the types of errors in the written samples. They found that error-free T-units had a reliability 
coefficient of .88 among the other measures and found that in terms of validity, there was not any 
difference among the measures analyzed. Likewise, Wolf-Quintero et al. suggest error-free T-units 
per total number of T-units as one of the best potential measures (p.122). Therefore, the current 
study measured accuracy in terms of error-free T-units per Total T-units in each text even though 
the number and type of errors are not identified in this calculation (Polio & Shea, 2014). 
Considering that it is necessary to decide what an error is and is not and report the guidelines to 
facilitate replication (Polio and Shea, 2014), a code of errors was built based on the errors produced 
by the participants in this study (see Appendix F). In order to consider a T-unit error-free, it had 
to be free of any of the following types of errors: gender agreement, number agreement, verb 
agreement, missing articles, verb tense, verb aspect, mood, ser/estar, lexical problems, extra or 
missing words, gerund/infinitive use, preposition selection, word order, and missing clause 
complements. Since a general assumption is that HLLs do not acquire spelling and orthography 
rules early in their schooling, misspelled words or words without accent marks were not considered 
errors (Bardovi-Harlig & Bofman, 1989; Casanave, 1994; Polio, 1997), as they would inflate error 
counts unnecessarily. 
Fluency (FLU) is defined as the number of words or structural units a writer is able to 
include in their writing within a particular period of time (Wolfe-Quintero, et al., 1998, p.14). A 
diversity of measures exists (T-unit length, error-free T-unit length, clause length), but under timed 
conditions the fluency calculation that seems the most appropriate is the total number of words 
produced per minute calculated by dividing the total number of words by the total amount of time 
used (Hunt, 1970; Polio, 2001; Wolfe-Quintero, Inagaki, & Kim, 1998; Yanguas & Lado, 2012). 
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The underlying assumption is that as the writer’s proficiency improves, so does their text length 
in the same amount of time. Although someone who writes like they talk may be able to produce 
a lot more words than someone who considers style, sophistication, accuracy, etc. Table 2.3 
summarizes all the measures and the way they were calculated. 
Table 2.3 Summary of measures at word, sentence, and discourse levels. 
Level Measure Calculation 
Word-level Lexical Density LD= (Number of lexical tokens  / Total 








LS= (Number of advanced tokens / Total 
















FLU = #Words /minute 
 
2.6. Results  
 Normality of all continuous variables was checked before conducting any statistical 
analysis. The Shapiro-Wilk normality test revealed that the data for complexity, accuracy, lexical 
density and lexical sophistication were normally distributed while the data for fluency and lexical 
diversity were not. Following Field’s (2005) suggestion, the data for these two variables were log 
transformed and tested for normality using Shapiro-Wilk test. Table 2.4 provides descriptive 
statistics of all dependent variables (both raw and log-transformed data) and all independent 
variables.  
 The following step was to perform a matrix correlation among all the indicators of writing 
competence to observe whether they were related to each other. The results in Table 2.5 show that 
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neither syntactic complexity, nor lexical sophistication, nor fluency, were significantly related with 
the any of the other variables or with each other. 
Table 2.4 Descriptive statistics of independent and dependent variables (n=85). 
  Range Mean SD 
Background variables       
Spanish writing proficiency 0-4 1.91 0.79 
Spanish oral proficiency 0-4 3.0 0.84 
Gender 0/1 0.6  
Use of Spanish 0/1 0.71  
Writing experience       
Amount of writing in Spanish 0/1 0.35  
Diversity of texts written in Spanish 0/1 0.45  
Writing academic texts in Spanish 0/1 0.45  
Dependent variables       
Syntactic complexity (COM) 1.2-3 1.9 0.34 
Accuracy (ACC) 0.06-0.9 0.52 0.20 
Fluency (FLU) 5.56-21.92 12.06 3.90 
Fluency (log-transformed) (L-FLU) 0.74-1.34 1.06 0.14 
Lexical diversity  (LDIV) 26.7-74.75 45.4 10.0 
Lexical diversity (log-transformed) (L-LDIV) 1.42-1.87 1.64 0.09 
Lexical density (LDE)  46.41-65.87 55.5 3.84 
Lexical sophistication (LS) 2.0-20.6 9.45 3.20 
 
Lexical diversity showed a small positive correlation with accuracy, r =.273, p <.01 and 
also a small positive correlation with lexical density, r =.223, p < .05. These correlations suggest 
that participants who wrote using a more diverse lexical repertoire in their texts, may have also 
committed fewer grammatical errors and used more content words (nouns, adjectives, verbs, 






Table 2.5 Correlation matrix of indicators of writing ability. 
    1 2 3 4 5 6 
 
Table 2.5 (cont.) 
1 COM 1      
2 ACC -0.101 1     
3 L-FLU 0.071 0.168 1    
4 L-LDIV -0.027 .273** -0.024 1   
5 LDE -0.062 0.162 0.016 .223** 1  
6 LSO 0.141 0.09 0.141 0 -0.107 1 
*Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed) 
 Before conducting a multiple regression analysis to examine the predictors of each 
indicator of writing competence, independent variables were checked for multicollinearity based 
on the variance inflation factor VIF cut-off value (less than 3) and no multicollinearity was found. 
After this, independent variables–background and writing experience–were evaluated 
independently into two separate models. Later, all the variables were included in a third model to 
examine the relation of each predictor with each indicator of writing competence, while controlling 
for all other predictors (van Niejenhuis, vad der Werf, & Otten, 2015). Results of multiple 








Table 2.6 Regression results of complexity (n=85) 
 
PROWS=Spanish writing proficiency; PROSS=Spanish oral proficiency; SEX=Male or Female 
LANGUSE=Use of Spanish; PAGEWS=Amount of writing in Spanish; TWHSH=Diversity of 
texts written in Spanish in High School; ESSAYS=Writing academic texts in Spanish 
 
The F tests showed that none of the three models explain variation in Complexity better 
than random chance, F(4, 80) = 1.66, p = .168 for model 1, F(3, 81) = 1.913, p = .134 for model 
2, and F(7, 77) = 1.631, p = .139 for model 3. Therefore, none of these models containing the 
writing predictors are useful for predicting complexity.  





Regarding accuracy, regression model 1 was significant F(4, 80) = 3.17, p< .05, but neither  
regression model 2 F(3, 81) = .864, p = .463 nor regression model 3, F(7, 77) = 1.94, p = .074 
were significant,. Model 1 is efficient, explains slightly less of the variation than model 3 but does 
so with 4 predictors compared to Model 3 which has 7 predictors and is not significant. 
Furthermore to compare the two models, the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) and Bayesian 
Information Criterion (BIC) were computed. These are two similar measures of model fit that 
measure how much statistical information is lost when original data with a model. Therefore, 
smaller AIC or BIC values indicate better model fit when comparing between two or more models. 
Model 1 has smaller AIC and BIC values compared to Model 3, which means there is less 
information loss given our original data and suggests that it also fits our data better. Given these 
results, it is justified to say that Model 1 is a better fit, since it has smaller AIC and BIC values 
despite its having a smaller R-squared value compared to Model 3,. Therefore, we can conclude 
that sex is a robust predictor of accuracy, and it is more parsimonious, suggesting a better fit for 
the data. In this case, the results indicate that 14% of the overall variance in accuracy can be 
attributed to gender.  




As for fluency, model 2 did not explain any significant variation in this dependent variable, 
F(3, 81) = 1.49, p = .224. Model 1 was significant, F(4, 80) = 4.92, p< .01 accounting for 19.7% 
of the variance in fluency, and model 3 was also significant, F(7, 77) = 2.763, p< .05, explaining 
20% of the variance in fluency. In both models 1 and 3, Spanish oral proficiency was the only 
significant predictor. Since the difference in the amount of variance explained between model 1 
and 3 is very small from 19.7% with four variables to 20.1% with seven variables, it can be 
concluded than model 1, with fewer variables, is a better fit. According to the results, it is expected 
that as oral proficiency in Spanish increases by one point in the 5-point Likert scale with 0=None, 
1=Low, 2=Intermediate, 3=Advanced, 4=Native-like, the fluency will also increase by .046 words 
per minute.  
Table 2.9 Regression results of lexical density (n=85) 
 
 
The F tests showed that none of the three models explain variation in lexical density better 
than random chance, F(3, 81) = .754, p = .523 for model 2, F(4, 80) = 1.037, p = .393 for model 
1, and F(7, 77) = .816, p = .577 for model 3 (Table 2.9). Therefore, these models are not useful for 
predicting lexical density. Similar results were observed for lexical diversity, where none of the 
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three models were significant, F(4, 80) = .754, p = .558 for model 1, F(3, 81) = 1, p = .394 for 
model 2, and F(7, 77) = .723, p = .653 for model 3 (Table 2.10).  
 Regarding lexical sophistication (Table 2.11), model 2 was not significant, F(3, 81) = 2, p 
= .11. Model 1 was significant F(4, 80) = 3.59, p< .01, explaining 15.2% of the variance in lexical 
sophistication. Model 3 was found to be significant too, F(7, 77) = 2.49, p< .05, explaining 18.5% 
of the variance. However, although both models 1 and 3 were significant, none of the predictors 
reached significance at p< .05. Oral proficiency in Spanish was a predictor in models 1 and 3 with 
p = .094, and p = .084 respectively, while writing academic texts was a predictor in model 3 with 
p = .084. Since the sample size is modest (n=85) for the number of predictors analyzed, a larger 
sample size might allow predictors to reach significance. Since this study is exploratory in nature, 
these variables will be considered potential predictors of lexical sophistication.  







Table 2.11 Regression results of lexical sophistication (n=85). 
 
Table 2.12 summarizes the results showing that sex can predict accuracy, with females 
writing more accurate texts; having higher oral proficiency in Spanish can predict writing longer 
texts; and oral proficiency in Spanish and experience writing academic texts can predict higher 
lexical sophistication. On the other hand, neither of the independent variables–background or 
writing experience–was found to predict complexity, lexical density or lexical diversity. 







LS PROSS, ESSAYS 





The present study investigated variables that could predict HLLs’ writing ability in 
Spanish. Seven variables were analyzed in total, including variables related to students’ 
backgrounds: Spanish oral proficiency, Spanish writing proficiency, sex, and use of Spanish; and 
writing experience: amount of writing in Spanish, diversity of texts written in Spanish in high 
school, and writing academic texts in Spanish. This study was guided by two main research 
questions that are answered in the following section. 
RQ1.Which background variables are significant predictors of HLLs’ writing ability as 
measured by CAF features? 
Results revealed that accuracy can be significantly predicted by gender: females write more 
accurate texts. This result aligns with a study conducted with English monolingual students (Mo 
& Troia, 2016) suggesting that females, in general, are more careful with their writing and revise 
their texts for errors more often than male writers, at least when they are required to write for short 
periods of time, as was the case in this study. 
Another background variable found to predict fluency and lexical sophistication was oral 
proficiency in Spanish.  Fluency can be predicted by higher oral proficiency in Spanish: more 
proficient speakers write longer texts. This finding was expected since it has been suggested that 
oral proficiency is strongly connected with writing (Weissberg, 2006) mostly at the early stages of 
writing or when instruction in the HL has been absent. This way, HLLs who never received 
instruction in the HL, but use their HL in different contexts for different purposes and with various 
people beyond the home setting, have still the ability to use their inner speech as the basis to 
produce longer texts. However, some caution is needed when interpreting this result because 
fluency only refers to the amount of text produced per unit of time without considering the number 
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of errors in the text. That is, a HLL with a high oral proficiency may write longer text per unit of 
time, but they may also produce a greater amount of errors. 
Finally, lexical sophistication, which is expressed in terms of the amount of low-frequency 
vocabulary used by the writer, appears to be predicted by higher oral proficiency in Spanish. 
Although the significance threshold was not reached, it was close and may be reached by 
increasing the sample size. In terms of oral proficiency, if it is assumed that higher oral proficiency 
is achieved through extensive use of the language both at home and outside of the home, it can be 
assumed that more orally proficient HLLs also have increased inputfrom their interlocutors 
resulting in a more expansive lexical repertoire that can be used in writing.. 
RQ2. Which writing experience variables are significant predictors of HLLs’ writing 
ability as measured by CAF features? 
Results showed that previous academic writing practice seemed to predict lexical 
sophistication. That is, HLLs who had the opportunity to write academic papers in high school had 
also presumably received some kind of writing instruction or at least might have been presented 
with a model of formal writing to follow. This previous experience might have served as valuable 
input and practice of low-frequency vocabulary, which is fundamental when writing academic 
texts. 
 On the other hand, neither independent variable–background or writing experience–was 
found to predict complexity, lexical density or lexical diversity. This finding suggests that these 
features are not simply transferred from speech, but that explicit instruction along with sufficient 
practice is required for students to integrate them into their writing. As was mentioned previously, 
syntactic complexity refers to the use of more gramatically complex sentences containing more 
subordinate and embedded clauses. And this complexity increases as the writer matures and with 
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the help of instruction  (Mazgutova & Kormos, 2015; Vyatkina, Hirschmann, & Golcher, 2015, 
cited in Ortega, 2015). Since this study was cross-sectional in design, no maturation-change effects 
could be observed, leaving previous instruction received in the heritage language as the only 
possible predictor of syntactic complexity in writing. 
Lexical density refers to the ratio between content words and function words. A higher 
ratio suggests that the writer is moving from a spontaneous style to a more careful style (see Chafe, 
1982; Halliday, 1987) and is connected with instruction, which leads to vocabulary increase that 
in turn will help the writer to avoid word repetition and resort to other strategies such as the use of 
synonyms and circumlocution (Weissberg, 2006). In this way, lexical density is another construct 
requiring explicit instruction.  
Lastly, lexical diversity, the number of different words in a determined text segment, was 
not predicted by any of the variables analyzed in this study, suggesting that it is not directly 
transferred from speech, but that it may be developed through instruction (e.g., through the 
teaching of synonyms to diversify students’ vocabulary. Therefore, writing instruction is not only 
necessary but indispensable for HLLs who want to improve their writing ability when producing 
academic essays in a broad variety of genres. 
Since HLLs comprise a very heterogeneous group differing in their historic, linguistic, 
educational, affective and cultural backgrounds, they also show varying written production. In the 
sample analyzed, heterogeneity was found among the measures, while some students wrote using 
complex sentences, they failed to use more low-frequency words, or wrote shorter texts than other 
students writing with similar level of complexity. This suggests that writing is an individual 
activity that varies according to personal experiences, social factors, educational experiences, and 
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the presence or absence of previous instruction since writing is primarily acquired through explicit 
instruction. 
RQ3. How are these constructs related to each other?  
In the results of matrix correlation of all the dependent variables, accuracy was found to be 
positively correlated with lexical diversity, and lexical diversity in turn, was positively correlated 
with lexical density. This suggests a connection among these three constructs indicating a parallel 
increase in these areas. That is, when HLLs write with higher accuracy–are more careful of their 
writing in terms of the errors–, they also tend to diversify their lexical repertoire incorporating a 
higher number of content words. This way, by using more content words in relation to the total of 
words, they produce a denser text that provides more information, and which has been found to be 
a characteristic of better writing (Halliday, 1989; Laufer & Nation, 1995).  
On the other hand, the same correlation analysis revealed that neither syntactic complexity, 
nor lexical sophistication nor fluency, were significantly related with the other variables or with 
each other. This finding suggests that variation is likely in these measures, but is not indicative of 
low or high writing proficiency. In addition, when comparing all the measures, it is possible to 
find trade-off effects where some measures increase while other measures decrease (Polio & Shea, 
2014; Skehan, 2009). 








CHAPTER 3. STUDY 2 - STRUCTURAL DEVELOPMENT OF HLLS’ WRITING  
3.1. Introduction 
Although research on heritage language writing is scarce compared to work on L1 and L2 
writing (Beaudrie, Ducar, & Potowski, 2014), existing research can be classified into the following 
categories: 1) surveys of HLLs’ writing skills; 2) description of HLLs’ writing; 3) structural 
improvement in HLLs’ writing; 4) functional improvement in HLLs’ writing; and 5) HLL’s 
attitudes toward writing. The present study investigates the effects of instruction on HLLs’ writing 
ability at the structural level in terms of changes in fluency, syntactic complexity, accuracy, lexical 
density, lexical diversity and lexical sophistication. In the following section, there is a description 
of previous studies that have investigated the effects of instruction on discrete points of Spanish 
morphosyntax among HLLs (Montrul & Bowles, 2010; Potowski, Jegerski, & Morgan-Short, 
2009; Torres, 2013) and the effects of feedback on HLLs’ writing and error correction (Jegerski 
& Ponti, 2014; Pérez-Nuñez, 2015). 
3.2. Literature review  
3.2.1. Effects of instruction on HLLs’ morphosyntax 
In the field of HLL, research on the effects of explicit instruction is still scarce. According 
to Bowles (2018), only three studies have investigated the effects of instruction on discrete points 
of Spanish HLLs’ morphosyntax (Montrul & Bowles, 2010; Potowski, Jegerski, & Morgan-Short, 
2009; Torres, 2013), and only two studies have investigated the effects of corrective feedback on 
HLLs’ writing and error correction (Jegerski & Ponti, 2014; Pérez-Nuñez, 2015).These studies are 
described in the following section. 
Potowski, Jegerski, and Morgan-Short (2009) investigated the effects of processing 
instruction (PI) and traditional output-based instruction (TI) on the development of the Spanish 
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past subjunctive in L2 learners and heritage speakers of Spanish. They wanted to know what 
instructional method was more effective and which group, L2 or heritage learners, would improve 
more. They recruited 127 university students who were heritage speakers of Spanish studying in 
either low or intermediate language courses. They belonged to the second generation as they were 
born in the US from parents who emigrated from Spanish-speaking countries as adults. They were 
taken from 13 course sections and were randomly assigned to either PI or TI instruction groups or 
to a control group. They also included an additional group of 22 L2 students to verify whether they 
obtained similar results as in past studies on PI and to compare their results to those of the heritage 
learners. The first group received PI treatment following Lee & VanPatten’s guidelines, (see Lee 
& VanPatten, 2003), the second group received traditional instruction and the control group 
continued with their scheduled lessons without any instruction on the past subjunctive. Both PI 
and TI interventions consisted of 2 listening and 7 written activities containing identical subject 
matter, vocabulary and total number of tokens. Participants in the experimental conditions received 
feedback that included the provision of the correct answer; they also received explicit information 
about the rules for forming the past subjunctive, where the past subjunctive is located within a 
sentence and when it is used. Additionally, only the PI group received an explanation of the errors 
committed with that occur when this structure is used in the middle of the sentence and is 
considered redundant. The three groups took a pretest and a posttest. Three tasks were 
administered: an interpretation task, a grammaticality judgment task and a production task. In the 
interpretation task, a proctor read aloud a clause that could contain either the past subjunctive or 
the past indicative and the participants had to select the correct choice. In the grammaticality 
judgment task, participants read a sentence and had to decide whether it sounded correct or 
incorrect depending on the verbal mood. The production task required participants to type 2 to 10 
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words to complete sentence prompts relying on their own experiences, for example, a) Cuando 
Paula se iba de la casa de sus padres, buscaba un apartamento que. . . (When Paula was leaving 
her parents’ house, she was looking for an apartment that . . .).  At the end of the experiment, the 
authors found that both L2 and heritage learners improved on both interpretation and production 
of the subjunctive, but students who received PI improved slightly more than those in the TI group. 
The authors concluded that HLLs benefit from focused grammar instruction, and that PI might be 
a better method of instruction than TI.   
Montrul and Bowles (2010) investigated the recognition and production of dative case 
marking with animate objects (a-personal) and dative experiencers with gustar-type verbs. They 
recruited 45 second-generation heritage speakers who completed a pre-test, instructional 
treatment, and a post-test. An additional group of 12 Spanish native speakers was used as the 
baseline group. The heritage speakers received explicit grammatical explanation of the uses of ‘a’ 
with both positive and negative evidence through explicit rule presentation, practice and feedback. 
The main goal was to investigate whether instruction was beneficial for heritage speakers to gain 
knowledge of the structures that were either never developed or lost in childhood. Montrul and 
Bowles tested participants’ knowledge of a-personal and dative experiencers using two versions 
of each task: an elicited production task (PT) and a written grammaticality judgment task (GJT), 
one for the pre-test and one for the post-test. The PT consisted of 25 target sentences: five targeted 
transitive verbs with inanimate objects, five targeted sentences with animate objects, five targeted 
indirect objects, five targeted dative experiencers, and five fillers. The participants received three 
words –a noun, a verb in the infinitive, and another noun. They were instructed to write a complete 
sentence using the three items and to add additional items as needed.  The GJT consisted of 75 
sentences: twenty targeted the a-personal, 10 of which were grammatical and 10 ungrammatical. 
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An equal number of sentences had animate and inanimate direct objects. Twenty-five sentences 
targeted the preposition ‘a’ with ditransitive verbs and ungrammatical double object constructions, 
and psych verbs. The last 30 sentences were fillers. The participants were told to mark the 
sentences using a 5-point scale where 1 = totally incorrect and 5 = totally correct. Instruction was 
provided one week after the pre-test. It consisted of grammatical explanation of the target 
structures and negative evidence, making students aware of the differences of use in English and 
Spanish. After explicit instruction, the participants completed online practice for each of the 
grammatical structures. After each response, the participants received feedback and a 
metalinguistic explanation. They were allowed to repeat the practice as many times as necessary 
until they reached 80% accuracy. Results revealed that HLLs made significant improvement on 
the production post-test, but the gains were not equal for all the sentence types. Overall, this study 
showed that explicit instruction including positive and negative evidence and feedback had 
positive effects on the production and acceptability of the target structures. However, due to a lack 
of a delayed post-test, claims about the durability of the effects are not possible.   
Torres (2013) investigated the effects of instruction on the oral and written production of 
the subjunctive of 34 HLLs and 49 L2 learners who were assigned to either a control group or to 
one of two instructed groups labeled complex and more complex (see Torres, 2013 for more 
details). The participants completed oral and written tests before receiving instruction, 
immediately after instruction, and two weeks later as a delayed posttest. For each item, they were 
provided with a contextualizing sentence followed by an incomplete sentence to be completed 
using an adjectival clause in present subjunctive or present indicative. The participants in the 
control group did not receive any type of instruction whereas those in the instructed groups 
received task-based instruction through a computer. They performed the role of a dorm supervisor 
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in charge of explaining dorm residents’ disconcerting behavior. In total, there were 30 scenarios 
describing a disconcerting behavior through images or verbal prompts. Some scenarios required 
the use of subjunctive and others the use of indicative to complete the adjectival clauses. After 
each answer, the participants received feedback, a ‘yes’ if correct or the whole correct sentence if 
incorrect. Results revealed that both groups improved their oral production, but L2 learners made 
higher gains in writing than HLLs. According to an additional questionnaire, Torres suggested that 
each group approached the tasks differently, perhaps due to the context in which they learned 
Spanish. L2 learners focused more on rules to select between indicative and subjunctive, while 
HLLs focused more on meaning. In regards to recast feedback, HLLs seemed not to perceive it as 
corrective but just as additional comments (Bowles, 2018). 
3.2.2. Effects of feedback on HLLs’ writing and grammar correction 
Despite the increase in the number of heritage speakers seeking instruction in their heritage 
language, there are few studies that have investigated the effects of instruction on heritage learners’ 
language ability, and only two have investigated the effects of feedback on HLLs’ writing (Jegerski 
& Ponti, 2014; Pérez-Nuñez, 2015).  
Jegerski and Ponti investigated the effectiveness of peer review as a method of writing 
instruction with a group of 16 HLLs of Spanish at the university level. Jegerski and Ponti provided 
their participants with guided peer review explanations, conducted quantitative and qualitative 
analysis of participants’ attitudes using a questionnaire, and analyzed the textual features of three 
essay drafts produced over the course of two weeks. Results showed that participants felt that they 
had improved their writing after several drafts, but that they would not be willing to write several 
drafts if not required for a course grade. Participants considered their instructor’s comments to be 
more helpful than their peers’ and felt greater confidence in their teacher’s comments that 
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addressed content rather than language use including grammar and punctuation as well as language 
contact features (codeswitching, calques, semantic extensions, and loan words). They also 
indicated that they had learned vocabulary that they later used to improve their essays. Regarding 
text analysis, no significant change in lexical density (calculated as a type/token ratio) or in 
syntactic complexity (measured as mean sentence length) was found, possibly due to the short two 
week time frame for collecting the data. Previous studies have reported that it takes two to three 
months of instruction to see changes in syntactic complexity in ESL and EFL contexts (Ortega, 
2003). On the other hand, Jegerski and Ponti observed a significant increase in the total word count 
across drafts, which they considered evidence of improvement. 
In another study, Pérez-Nuñez (2015) investigated the effects of written corrective 
feedback (WCF) on the written production of learners of Spanish as a second language  and 
Spanish HLLs using a pre-test/post-test design. Pérez-Nuñez analyzed a total of 385 texts written 
over a period of 4 weeks by students in divided into two groups: one group received WCF and the 
other group only received content feedback. Pérez-Nuñez measured fluency (number of words per 
minute), complexity (verbal density and lexical richness), and accuracy (errors in four grammatical 
structures: canonical gender marking, non-canonical gender agreement, omission of definite 
articles, and use of present subjunctive). The group with WCF made more error revisions on the 
four target structures but only improved in the use of definite articles, whereas the group without 
WCF made only superficial corrections like spelling and orthography. The author concluded that 
WCF may be useful for improving writing accuracy, but it is not the panacea it is sometimes 
claimed to be. In sum, this study provided evidence that feedback, as a component of writing 
instruction, may help improve the use of some problematic grammar structures in writing. 
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Although it is not possible to draw firm conclusions about what instructional techniques 
are most effective as there are many differences in the previous studies, the results of the studies 
suggest that instruction that includes explicit information and feedback may be effective for HLLs 
(Bowles, 2018). On the other hand, although both monolinguals’ and bilinguals’ writing 
improvement has been measured at the lexical, syntactic and discursive levels using a variety of 
measurements (see Polio, 2001, Wolfe-Quintero, Inagaki, and Kim, 1998 for an extended 
summary), very few studies have used these measures with HLLs (Dengub, 2012; Jegerski & 
Ponti, 2014; Pérez-Nuñez, 2015). Furthermore, although a variety of teaching approaches have 
been suggested (see the current work of Beaudrie, Ducar, & Potowski, 2014; Fairclough & 
Beaudrie 2016), there is a lack of studies that assess their effectiveness over longer time periods. 
Bowles (2018) claims that even fundamental questions, such as whether instruction makes a 
difference in outcomes compared to input alone, remain unanswered, and that more research 
analyzing the effects of instruction on Spanish writing is needed (Montrul & Bowles, 2017). 
3.3. The present study 
The present study followed Bowles’ (2018) suggested design. It was a quasi-experimental 
design in which the instructed group received instruction in their intact classroom. This design, 
according to Bowles, is ecologically valid despite the difficulty of controlling variation in the 
classes. There were two groups of Spanish HLLs who had received Spanish input over similar 
lengths of time (both groups learned Spanish as their first language at home), but one group was 
enrolled in a Spanish writing class for HLLs. The other group was not and only had naturalistic 
exposure at home or with friends. This way, it would be valid to compare both groups in a 
longitudinal study testing their written production at the beginning of the course and at the end of 
one semester. Thus, assuming that the stylistic repertoire of a speaker is directly related to the type 
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of situations to which this person has access, it is expected that the instructed speakers have access 
to more formal discourse both in speech and in written forms (Finegan & Biber, 1994, pp. 337-
339). Besides, since both groups had a similar amount of exposure outside of class (as measured 
by self-report data), any differences found after testing were attributable to instruction. 
3.4. Method 
 The present study follows Bowles’ (2018) suggested quasi-experimental design. It is a one-
semester longitudinal study with two groups of Spanish HLLs taken from the same pool of 85 
participants at the university level who participated in study 1 and who were carefully matched for 
demographic and proficiency variables. The instructed group (n=33) received genre-based 
instruction in their intact classroom, and the uninstructed group (n=32) did not receive any writing 
instruction over the same period of time. Both groups produced two writing samples–one at the 
outset of the study and the second twelve weeks later–to assess writing development in terms of 
structural categories.  
The instructed group of HLLs that participated in the present study were enrolled in a writing 
course that followed a genre-based approach to argumentative texts. Both the method and the 
course are described in the following sections. 
3.4.1. Genre-based instruction for HLLs 
Polio and Friedman (2017) describe writing in a second language as both a cognitive 
process in which a writer uses his previous knowledge and personal skills to write a text, and a 
situated activity is defined as an activity that occurs in a particular context, for a specific audience 
and with a specific purpose (p.1). In a second language learning environment, the writing as a 
process approach–with planning, drafting, revising, and editing steps–has had a great impact on 
writing education in the United States (Hyland, 2011), not only in ESL and foreign language 
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classes but also in classes attended by a mix of HLLs and L2 learners. According to Nelson, Barh 
and Van Meter (2004), one advantage of writing process instruction is that students focus on the 
writing process and not just products as they move through the recursive stages to achieve a final 
product that may be read and appreciated by a real audience (p.8). Nelson et al. add that writing 
process instruction requires students to work on projects where they use a recursive writing 
process–planning, organizing, drafting, revising, editing, publishing, and presenting (p.31). 
However, this approach has been considered asocial because it focuses on the writer as an 
individual attempting to discover a better way to write, and it considers writing as a static process 
that occurs in a linear direction and not as recursive and interactive process in which the writer can 
move forward or backward at any point in the process (Hyland, 2011). Samaniego and Warner 
(2016) mention that current HL pedagogies suggest moving from teaching the writing process 
toward a post-process or genre-based approach (Atkinson, 2003; Hyland, 2003) that may add a 
socially-oriented view of writing that moves away from individualistic practices (Hyland, 2011). 
Samaniego and Warner describe a post-process approach as one that “shift[s] the focus from the 
product–the written document–to the writer’s expressiveness and the act of composition through 
brainstorming, drafting, and feedback cycles” (p.192). Samaniego and Warner add that this 
approach maintains the focus on process writing, adopting genre as the core category to study its 
patterns, as well as its textual, linguistic, and cultural components as a way to develop literacy, 
which according to Hyland (2003. p.18), offers students explicit explanations of the ways language 
functions in social contexts. Furthermore, this approach promotes the use and production of 





3.4.2. The Writing Course 
The instructed group was enrolled in the course SPAN 113, which is the first of two 
consecutive courses intended to serve as an introduction to formal written Spanish, grammar, and 
reading for both HLLs and L2 learners with limited literacy skills. Since this course is focused on 
writing composition, one objective is to enable students to distinguish between informal and 
formal uses of the language and be aware of the distinction between spoken and written language 
(Valdés-Fallis, 1978).The curriculum of the course follows a post-process genre-based approach 
(Atkinson, 2003; Hyland, 2003), with a focus on the expository genre and the argumentative 
subgenre (see Nelson, 1992, p.56, for genre classification) requiring students to write 
argumentative texts (letters) addressing a real audience. This genre-based approach to writing has 
been found to be effective with advanced proficiency L2 learners (Byrnes, 2006) and with novice 
writers (Yasuda, 2011). Colombi (2006) has also suggested this approach for teaching heritage 
learners, but its effects have not been evaluated with that population. 
The course adopted a genre-based approach where “students are encouraged to develop 
strong arguments…Next, they are given support in molding their arguments into a strong essay. 
They are not asked to edit excessively for grammar… in the earliest stages of writing, because 
large portions of text may be cut. Most importantly, students are encouraged to use writing as a 
process of discovering what they really think, and they are reminded not to be afraid to start their 
first version with one thesis but complete their third version with a different one” (Potowski, 2011, 
p.V). The students enrolled in this course are required to write 8 one-page long essays and 3-4 
longer essays over the semester. In the short essays, two of which were analyzed, the students 
followed this sequence:  
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1. Before reading a text in class, students reviewed some new vocabulary and answered 
questions about the topic.  
2. They read the text and exchanged their opinions in class to start forming their own 
arguments.  
3. They wrote a short essay addressed to the writer of the text. In order to write their first 
draft, they were provided with a model and some guidelines to read and critique that 
text. 
4. They shared their texts either in class or using an online discussion board to do peer-
review. This way, they read other student’s work to provide feedback in addition to 
receiving feedback to their own work.  
5. After peer-review, students edited their written work and turned in their drafts to the 
instructor, who evaluated them using a 100-point rubric that assigned 50 points to 
content (mainly focusing on the arguments and thesis statements formulated by the 
student, and the appropriate use of vocabulary), 25 points to organization and writing 
focus (flow of the composition and use of transitions and resources studied in class), 
and 25 points to grammar and use (appropriate use of the grammar topics covered in the 
chapter).  According to the results, the instructor decided which student(s) should write 
a second draft before turning in a final version. For the longer essays, students were 
required to turn in three drafts prior to submitting the final essay, following the same 
peer-review and process described above. 
The students used the textbook Conversaciones Escritas (Potowski, 2011). The textbook 
is divided into 8 units, 4 of which were covered in SPAN 113. The other 4 units are covered in the 
consecutive SPAN 114. Specifically, the activities for SPAN 113 included practice with accents 
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and common problematic grammar structures (‘a’ vs ‘ha’, ‘a’ in verbal periphrasis, formal 
language use, Spanglish, definite articles, infinitive vs gerund). The course adopts a top-down 
approach, using students’ previous knowledge to analyze and process information about current 
topics in the United States such as immigration, identity, bilingualism and  the workforce 
(Beaudrie et al., 2014; Potowski, 2011). Grammar instruction targets only a few features by 
providing explanations of the forms, presenting incorrect and correct forms side by side for 
students to identify the differences and providing additional activities to practice with the correct 
form. In terms of language use, the course adopts a sociolinguistic perspective, using contrastive 
analysis for students to compare two forms–formal and informal– followed by activities that 
exemplify the differences between them. The objective is not to replace one form with the other 
but rather to make students aware of their differences and to help them be able to integrate a wider 
variety of formal structures into their language use in   the appropriate situations (Beaudrie et al., 
2014). Further details on each of the activities are provided in the following sections. 
 The research questions that guided this investigation were the following: 
RQ1. Does genre-based instruction make an impact on HLLs’ writing development over 
a semester? 
RQ2. Is there any significant difference between instructed and uninstructed HLLs in 
terms of syntactic complexity, accuracy, and/or fluency? 
RQ3. Is there any significant difference between instructed and uninstructed HLLs in 
terms of lexical diversity, lexical density, and lexical sophistication? 
3.4.3. Participants 
The 33 participants in the instructed group were second-generation Spanish HLLs. 16 were 
males, and 17 were females all between 18-23 years of age (M = 20, SD = 1.44) and enrolled in 
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two sections of the same course SPAN 113 (the first of two consecutive writing courses) taught 
by the same instructor at a large public university in Illinois. The 32 participants in the control 
group were second-generation Spanish HLLs. There were 13 males and 19 females between 18-
23 years of age (M = 20, SD = 1.0). They were not enrolled in the writing course or any other 
Spanish course. An independent-samples t-test revealed that there was no significant age 
difference between the two groups t(63) = 1.13, p = 0.13.  
The participants self-rated their language proficiency by holistically and by skill in both 
English and Spanish, following a 5-point Likert scale: None (0), Low (1), Intermediate (2), 
Advanced (3), and Native-like (4). The data collected in Table 3.1 shows that participants 
evaluated their language skills lower in Spanish than in English. 
Table 3.1 Mean Self-Ratings in English and Spanish Language Skills for Both Groups on a Likert 
Scale from 0-4. SDs are in parentheses 
 Instructed 
            (n = 33)                
Control 
(n = 32) 




















































Participants’ mean self-ratings in English and Spanish (overall and by skill) at the outset of 
the study were then examined to ensure comparability (Table 3.1), and a MANOVA analysis 
revealed that there were no significant differences between the groups, V = .825, F(9,55) = 1.298, 





proficiency significantly higher, both overall and in each subskill, than their Spanish proficiency 
(overall, t(64)=13.93, p<0.0001, d=1.72; writing, t(64)=15.04, p<0.0001, d=1.87; reading, 
t(64)=11.8, p<0.0001, d=1.47; listening, t(64)=7.3, p<0.0001, d=0.9; speaking, t(64)=10.72, 
p<0.0001, d=1.33). Large effect sizes indicated a large difference in the self-rated ability between 
the two languages, with English being rated higher. The difference was higher in writing and 
overall language ability, followed in descending order of effect sizes by reading, speaking, and 
listening. This finding is not surprising since HLLs are expected to exhibit strong speaking and 
listening skills, but weak reading and writing skills in their heritage language, since reading and 
writing are less frequently developed in the home or at school.  
The instructed group received genre-based instruction for one semester. A description of this 
type of instruction is provided in the following section.  
3.5. Procedure 
All the participants in the instructed group were invited personally by the researcher with 
the approval and support of the instructors and the language coordinator. A consent letter was 
provided to students to inform them about the purpose of the study, the procedure, the risks 
involved, the benefits and the stages of the investigation. A sociolinguistic questionnaire was used 
to collect information on the students’ personal backgrounds, linguistic histories and language 
proficiency. In addition to the questionnaire, instructed participants were also told that their written 
permission was needed by the researcher to obtain a copy of two of the eight short letters they 
would be required to write in their SPAN 113 course. Thus, the experimental prompts became part 
of the course with the coordinator’s approval and were evaluated by the instructors. The 
participants were not told what specific letters would be taken for analysis in order to minimize 
any potential Hawthorne effect.  The first letter was written near the beginning of the course and 
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the second at the end of the semester, approximately 13 weeks later (see a description of the 
prompts below). In addition to the letters, the instructed group completed an online 5-point Likert 
attitude survey (described below) at the outset of the study and at the end of the course to collect 
information about instructed students’ confidence in their writing in Spanish before and after 
receiving instruction. The control group was recruited through direct invitation. They also signed 
a consent form that included a description of the research. They completed the same sociolinguistic 
questionnaire and responded to the same writing prompts as the instructed group in the researcher’s 
office with the same amount of time elapsed between the two prompts.   
3.5.1. Prompts 
Written letters were chosen for collecting data because they have been shown to be 
adequate tools to measure progress during and after instruction (Price & Jackson, 2015, p.79) and 
because they were a normal part of the course. Two timed letters were written by hand in Spanish 
following two similarly framed prompts that presented a situation first and elicited a response 
afterwards (Kroll & Reid, 1994). The first experimental letter collected was the second letter of 
the course, and the second experimental letter was the last letter written in the course. In general, 
the prompts were adapted to be within the students’ personal experience and background 
knowledge, were related to in-class readings, and fit into the course syllabus (Kroll & Reid, 1994; 
Nippold & Scott, 2010), because knowledge of the topic influences the content, quality and 
quantity of discourse (Nippold, 2010, p.50). The letters were written in class (instructed group) 
and in the researcher’s office (control group) and not at home in order to ensure that the work 
collected was independent work and represented the students’ own production (Price & Jackson, 
2015). All the participants were asked to produce expository discourse–the use of language to 
convey information– (Nippold & Scott, 2010, p.1) through the argumentative subgenre (Nelson, 
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1992) because this is the genre used in the course. The letters were directed to a specific reader (a 
fictitious president) in order to encourage students to select the rhetorical forms for addressing a 
formal audience (Scott, 2010) and explaining a particular situation. The first prompt (see Appendix 
D) elicited a letter to a new Latin-American president who was looking for information and needed 
some suggestions for elaborating a plan to slow down emigration from his country to the United 
States. The second prompt (see Appendix E) elicited a letter to a new Spanish-speaking president 
of the United States who was looking for information about benefits immigrants provide to the 
country and the ways in which the American Government could provide assistance to them.  
All the students were given the prompt written on lined paper and were given  5 minutes 
for planning because previous research has shown that planning time can help writers improve 
fluency and complexity (Ellis & Yuan, 2004). After the 5 minutes, they were given 30 minutes to 
write in Spanish and were told to pay careful attention to spelling and accents. Participants wrote 
until the time was up, and the instructor collected their letters at the end. Despite the fact that 
counterbalancing is highly recommended to control for topic and practice effects in a repeated-
measures design (Schwartz, Wilson, & Goff, 2015), it was not possible due to the curricular 
constraints of an intact class. Although this is a limitation, it is necessary in a classroom setting 
like this and a byproduct of ecological validity (Bowles, direct communication). Besides, the 
inclusion of a control group should allow us to tease out any topic or practice effects.    
3.5.2. Scoring procedure 
The two writing samples were analyzed in terms of complexity, accuracy, fluency, lexical 
density, lexical diversity, and lexical sophistication using measures that were described previously 
in study 1 (Hunt, 1970; Laufer & Nation, 1995; McCarthy & Jarvis, 2010; Norris & Ortega, 2009; 
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Polio, 1997; 2001; Polio & Shea, 2014; Wolfe-Quintero, Inagaki, & Kim, 1998). Table 3.2 
summarizes the measures. 
Table 3.2 Summary of measures performed at word, sentence and discourse levels. 
Level Measure Calculation 
Word-level Lexical Density LD= (Number of lexical tokens  / Total 





Lexical Sophistication LS= (Number of advanced tokens  / Total 






#Clauses / T units 






# Total words /30 minutes 
 
3.6. Results 
 The results revealed that on the pretest, the participants in the control group on average, 
outperformed the instructed group in five of the six constructs (accuracy, fluency, lexical density, 
lexical sophistication and lexical diversity). That is, the control group wrote a more accurate text 
with 52.3% of the T-units being error free compared to the 49.4% of error-free T-units of the 
instructed group. The control group was more fluent, writing 12.24 words per minute compared to 
the 10.93 words per minute produced by the instructed group.  56.8% of the control group’s letters 
were content words of which 9.8% were low-frequency words compared to the54.1% of content 
words of which 8.7% were low-frequency words in the letters produced by the instructed group. 
Finally, the control group used a more diverse vocabulary than the instructed group. The only 
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construct in which the instructed group outperformed the control group was complexity, writing 
on average, 1.92 clauses per T-unit while the control group wrote 1.85 clauses per T-unit.  
Further statistical analysis was performed to verify whether these differences at the pretest 
were significant. The normality was checked for all the variables using the Shapiro-Wilk test of 
normality before conducting any statistical analyses. The data for accuracy, fluency, and lexical 
density were normally distributed, whereas the data for complexity, lexical diversity, and lexical 
sophistication were not normally distributed. Following Field’s (2013) suggestion, the data for 
complexity, lexical diversity, and lexical sophistication were log transformed and the normality of 
the new data were checked again using the Shapiro-Wilk test. Table 3.3 displays descriptive 
statistics for both raw and log transformed data. 
Table 3.3 Descriptive Statistics. SDs are in parentheses. 
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Control group (n = 32) 
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One-way ANOVAs were conducted revealing that the two groups were not statistically 
different in any measure at time 1 except for lexical density, F(1, 64) = 8.339, p = .005. This means 
that the control group’s letters at time 1 were significantly more lexically dense than the same 
letters produced by the instructed group.  
In order to investigate whether the groups differed from the pretest to the posttest, the 
lexical density variable was entered as a covariate in a repeated-measures MANCOVA with group 
as the between-subjects factor, and time as the within-subjects factor.  Results showed no 
significant effect for group, V = .936, F(5,58) = .794, p =.558, = .064, for time, V = .885, F(5,58) 
= 1.505, p = .202,  = .115, or for the interaction between time and lexical density, V=.867, 
F(5,58)=1.782, p=.131, =.133. But results showed a significant main effect for the lexical 
density covariate V=.802, F(5,58)=2.861, p=.022, =.198, as well as significant interactions 
between time and group, V = .722, F(5,58) = 4.469, p = .002,  = .278. Subsequent univariate 
analyses were conducted to examine each significant main effect and interaction. The main effect 
for lexical density meant that when differences in lexical density in the pretest were accounted for, 
a significant pre-post between-group difference for fluency F(1,62)=4.33, p=.042, =.065, and 
lexical diversity F(1,62)=4.655, p=.035, =.07 emerged, as can be seen in Figures 3.1 and 3.2 
below. In the case of fluency, the instructed group surpassed the control group in the posttest, but 
in terms of lexical diversity, both groups decreased from the pretest to the posttest, with the control 



















Figure 3.1 Bar graph showing mean pre- and post-test fluency scores for both groups (SDs 
indicated by error bars). 
 
 
Figure 3.2 Bar graph showing mean pre- and post-test lexical diversity scores for both groups 
(SDs indicated by error bars). 
 
 
The significant interaction between time and group occurred because the instructed group’s 
writing was slightly less fluent than the control group’s at the time of the pre-test but became 
significantly more fluent by the time of the post-test, F(1,62) = 10.687, p = .002,  = .147, 
surpassing the control group’s fluency (Figure 3.1). The significant interaction between time and 




































words at the pretest than the control group, but the number of sophisticated words had increased 
by the time of post-test, F(1,62)=6.928, 10.687, p = .011,  = .101,  slightly surpassing the 
control group’s number of sophisticated words, (Figure 3.3).   
Figure 3.3 Bar graph showing mean pre- and post-test lexical sophistication scores for both 
groups (SDs indicated by error bars). 
 
 
 Lastly, no significant differences between the pretest to the posttest were found for 
accuracy, complexity, lexical density or lexical diversity for either group indicating that instruction 
did not impact these features. 
3.7. Discussion 
 The present study investigated how genre-based instruction affects the structural 
development of HLL’s writing at the word, sentence and discourse levels over a 12-week semester. 
This study was guided by three main research questions that are answered in the following section. 





























LEXICAL SOPHISTICATION PRETEST POSTTEST
69 
 
Results revealed that the instructed group improved significantly in two of the six 
measures, both at the word level–fluency and lexical sophistication–, and pre to posttest effect 
sizes indicated that gains were of medium size (fluency, d=.45, lexical sophistication, d=.28). 
Regarding the control group, which did not receive any type of instruction and claimed not to write 
in their heritage language regularly but to speak and listen to their heritage language at home and 
in the community, made no significant gains in any measure. This suggests that gains can be 
attributed to instruction rather than to other factors.  
RQ2. Is there any significant difference between instructed and uninstructed HLLs in terms 
of syntactic complexity, accuracy, and/or fluency? 
After receiving genre-based instruction in the heritage language for one semester, the 
instructed HLLs increased their fluency and were able to express their ideas faster using more 
words per minute. This is a significant gain given that these students rated their writing as their 
weakest skill as this is the skill they use the least. In fact, on their language experience 
questionnaire, all learners expressed that despite having taken classes in Spanish as a second 
language in high school, they had never written more than one page in Spanish at any given time. 
RQ3. Is there any significant difference between instructed and uninstructed HLLs in terms 
of lexical diversity, lexical density, and lexical sophistication? 
Not only was the instructed group able to write faster, they also used a more sophisticated 
and academic vocabulary incorporating a greater proportion of low-frequency words in the second 
prompt compared to the first prompt. The other measures–complexity, accuracy, lexical density, 
and lexical diversity–did not show any significant change from the first prompt to the second 
prompt for either group. That is, instruction did not have any impact on these constructs. The 
accuracy findings align with those found for L2 learners. For instance, Polio and Shea (2014) 
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conducted a large-scale study finding that after one semester ESL learners improved significantly 
on holistic measures of language and vocabulary but not on accuracy measured using error-free T-
units. A further analysis of errors revealed significant improvement in preposition errors 
suggesting that a more detailed analysis of errors in the present study might reveal improvement 
in specific types of errors that are not visible when using measures such as error-free T-units to 
total T-units. It is also important to note that although the instructed group did not  have a 
significant gain in accuracy from pretest to posttest, the percentage of error-free T-units in their 
writing still increased from 49.42% error-free T-units in the pre-test to 57% error-free T-units in 
the post-test suggesting the need for a more detailed analysis of error types. Additionally, the 
standard deviations at the pretest (18.7%) and at the posttest (21.2%) suggest that detailed analysis 
is needed to account for individual variability. Given that instructed learners improved in accuracy, 
improvement in other areas, including complexity, was not expected as it has been found that 
trade-off effects are the norm. In other words, an increase in one area of writing may not 
necessarily correspond to increases in other areas (Skehan, 2009). This result aligns with studies 
of L2 learners, supporting the trade-off hypothesis. For instance, Polio and Shea (2012, cited in 
Polio & Shea, 2014) reported individual differences among L2 students: whereas some 
participants’ accuracy increased, their complexity decreased, and vice versa. Another recent study 
(Hartshorn, Evans, Merrill, Sudweeks, Strong-Krause, & Anderson, 2010) found that ESL students 
wrote more accurately but did not improve in complexity after taking a writing course. Hartshorn 
et al. concluded that students might have paid more attention to writing correctly at the expense of 
writing more complex sentences. 
 In terms of lexical improvement, instruction did not impact lexical diversity or lexical 
density. Regarding lexical diversity, all learners used fewer words as a proportion of total words 
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in the second essay compared to their first essay, but the difference was not statistically significant. 
As to lexical density, all learners seemed not to increase the number of content words in relation 
to the number of function words in their texts. Taking these results together with the lexical 
sophistication results, it seems that the instructed group used less dense and diverse vocabulary 
while incorporating more low-frequency words in their second essay.  
 In regards to the size of the gains achieved by the instructed group, the result aligns with 
previous studies that have found that lower proficiency learners achieve larger gains and that these 
gains decrease as their proficiency increases. Biber, Nekrasova, and Horn (2011) conducted a 
meta-analysis on the effects of instruction on writing development finding that L2 learners make 
greater gains than L1 learners, and that if length of instruction is held constant, lower proficiency 
learners tend to make greater gains in writing development than their higher proficiency 
counterparts. Considering this finding, instructed HLLs in this study behave similarly to high 
proficiency L2 learners, showing gradual gains in two of the six constructs analyzed, suggesting 
that writing development may take more than one semester. Ortega (2003) has argued that a 
reasonable time frame to begin seeing writing development in L2 learners falls between two to 
three months. Overall, the results of this study seem to support the idea that changes can begin to 
happen in that timeframe for HLLs with intermediate-level oral skills, as well. An open question 
worthy of future inquiry is whether the gains observed in one semester would continue to increase 
at a similar rate with further instruction or whether they would level off. 
 In addition, it is likely that instructed HLLs may have benefited not only in their linguistic 
features, but also in other ways that were not captured by measures of complexity, accuracy, 
fluency, and lexical characteristics. The following study in chapter 4 complements this study 
analyzing HLLs’ writing improvement at the functional level in terms of grammatical intricacy. 
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CHAPTER 4. STUDY 3 - FUNCTIONAL DEVELOPMENT OF HLLs’ WRITING 
4.1. Introduction 
As some scholars have pointed out (e.g., Norris & Manchón, 2012), there is more to writing 
than the linguistic features of the written product including improved attitudes toward writing, 
increased use of language chunks and nominalizations(characteristic of formal academic writing) 
and improved argumentation, cohesion, and organization.  
Previous studies have analyzed the differences in English-Spanish HLLs’ writing 
(Montaño-Harmon, 1988; Spicer-Escalante, 2005; Martínez, 2007) in order to identify how HLLs 
write in each of their languages and provide pedagogical suggestions to improve their writing. 
Other studies have investigated HLLs’ writing ability in terms of linguistic features such as 
accuracy, syntactic complexity, and fluency (Danzak, 2011; Dengub, 2012; Elola & Mikulski, 
2016). And still other studies have approached writing improvement in terms of functional 
features–lexical density, grammatical intricacy, and nominal structure–to document the transition 
from a conversational register to an academic register (Achugar & Carpenter, 2014; Colombi, 
1997, 2000, 2002; Schleppegrell, 2004; Schleppegrell & Colombi, 1997). However, no single 
study has investigated writing improvement at both the structural and functional levels together, 
as some scholars have suggested (Casanave, 1994, Christie & Derewianka, 2008). This study 
follows up on study 2 by adding a functional evaluation in terms of grammatical intricacy of the 
texts produced by the HLLs before and after receiving instruction. 
Within the Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) framework, Halliday (1985) considers 
the clause the “most fundamental category in the whole of linguistics, as well as being critical to 
the unity of spoken and written language” as this is “the grammatical unit in which semantic 
constructs of different kinds are brought together and integrated into a whole” (pp. 66-67). 
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Alternatively, in traditional grammar a sentence is a unit that starts with a capital letter and ends 
with a full stop. However, the sentence as a unit is more closely related to writing, Halliday 
discards the notion of sentence and puts in its place the notion of clause complex – “a sequence of 
clauses all structurally linked” (Halliday, 1985, p. 66), which can be identified in both writing and 
spoken language. Moreover, Halliday (1985) considers spoken language to be as complex as 
written language, but in a different way. Written language is highly organized, structured, and 
lexically dense, whereas spoken language is dynamic and intricate (p.87), containing more 
chaining clauses–paratactic and hypotactic–in a clause complex. Speech is no less structural than 
writing and involves the use of subordination, while writing is more lexical relying on nouns and 
nominalizations (Halliday, 1985). This claim seems to contradict previous views of complexity. 
As Biber, Gray, and Poonpon (2011) noted, studies on L2 writing development have assumed that 
written language production increases in grammatical complexity as language skills develop and 
students become more proficient writers. It is usually assumed that greater complexity is 
synonymous with longer units and more subordination, but that is not necessarily the case, as 
“clausal subordination is a feature of informal speech, while complex noun phrases are a hallmark 
of academic writing” (p.7).   
Essentially, a spoken text is more grammatically intricate because it links multiple clauses 
into longer sentences through the use of conjunctions, whereas a written text contains embedded 
clauses with a high number of nominalizations used to pack more information into each sentence 
(Colombi, 2002; Schleppegrell, 2004). Grammatical intricacy is a measure that refers to the 
number of chaining clauses (hypotactic and paratactic) in relation to the total number of sentences 
in the text (Halliday, 1994, p.351). The measure of grammatical intricacy will decrease as the 
writer moves along the continuum from a spoken-like style–using a high number of chaining 
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clauses per sentence–to a more academic style–using less chaining clauses and more embedded 
clauses per sentence. Colombi (2000) suggests that by distinguishing between chaining clauses 
and embedded clauses, it is possible to go beyond subordination to make a finer distinction 
between the clauses that contribute independently to discourse (paratactic and hypotactic) and 
those that are part of other clauses (embedded) (p.300). Therefore, distinguishing between 
paratactic clauses, hypotactic clauses and embedded clauses is essential when calculating 
grammatical intricacy. According to Halliday (1994), paratactic clauses are independent clauses 
linked to a main clause with a coordinating conjunction or merely juxtaposed (i.e., It was raining 
and I got wet). Hypotactic clauses are dependent clauses that are not constituents of another clause 
(i.e., I went home early because I had a guest coming). Lastly, an embedded clause is a part of a 
clause in which it is embedded (i.e., The man [I met yesterday] is my uncle). 
Following Halliday (1994), Colombi (2002) provides the following definitions for clause 
that are an essential part of this study. A main clause is the only clause in a simple sentence, the 
initiating clause in a paratactic sequence, or the dominant clause in a hypotactic clause complex. 
Paratactic clauses are linked to the main clause with a coordinating conjunction or merely 
juxtaposed. Hypotactic clauses are dependent on but not constituents of another clause. Examples 
of hypotactic clauses include nonrestrictive relative clauses, adverbial clauses and clauses 
projected through verbs of saying or thinking. Lastly, embedded clauses are distinguished from 
hypotactic clauses because embedding does not indicate a relationship between clauses. An 
embedded clause is a part of the clause in which it is embedded, whereas a hypotactic clause is 
dependent on another clause, but is not part of that clause. Embedded clauses include restrictive 




Martin et al. (1997) describe a paratactic relation as that in which each clause holds equal 
status, neither is dependent on the other and each unit could stand independently (p. 232). In a 
paratactic relationship, the main clause is at the beginning and the secondary clause is continuative 
(Ghio & Fernández, 2008, p. 77). Following Halliday’s conventions, cardinal numbers (e.g., 1, 2) 
represent paratactic clauses, the sentence boundary is marked with |||, and the paratactic clauses 
with ||. The following examples are taken from the participants’ essays where CG = control group, 
IG = instructed group, A = first essay and B = second essay. The essays were typed as they were 
written without correcting any errors, including those related to spelling or orthography.   
||| 1 Nuestro país está herido || 2 y necesita una luz de esperanza. ||| (from text 1 CG/A) 
||| 1 Our country is hurt || 2 and it needs a light of hope. ||| 
||| 1 Termino ésta carta con un ultimo sugerimiento: || 2 dé a nuestra tierra un seño de  
progreso. ||| (from text 2 CG/A) 
||| 1 I finish this letter with a last suggestion: || 2 give our land a sign of progress. ||| 
Martin et al. (1997) describe a hypotactic relation as that in which one clause modifies the 
other: one clause is the principal clause, and the other depends upon it. Hypotactic clauses can be 
finite or non-finite clauses and can be introduced by subordinating conjunctions such as if, when, 
or because as they are linked with a prior or subsequent clause (Schleppegrell, 2004). Here are 
some examples of finite hypotactic clauses and non-finite hypotactic clauses taken from the 
participants’ essays. Following Halliday’s conventions, hypotactic clauses are labeled with Greek 
letters (e.g., α, β), where α is the main clause and β the subordinate clause. The sentence boundary 
is marked with |||, and the hypotactic clauses are marked with |. 
|||α (La) Gente salé de su país latinoamericano | β porque hay pocos trabajos. ||| 
(from text 13 CG/A) 
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|||α People leave their Latin-American country | β because there are few jobs. ||| 
||| β Despues de creer más trabajos, | α tienes que aumentar el pago minimo. ||| 
(from text 15 CG/A) 
||| β After creating more Jobs, | α you have to raise the minimum wage. ||| 
||| β Si nuestra gente ve esto, | α quizás podran imaginar un futuro resplandente. ||| 
(from text 1 CG/A) 
||| β If our people see this, | α perhaps they will be able to imagine a brilliant future. ||| 
Here are a couple of examples of non-finite hypotactic clauses.   
 |||α Puede mandar al ejercito | β para enlistar a los jovenes. ||| (from text 15 CG/A) 
 |||α You can send the army | β to enroll young people. ||| 
Although analyzed separately, both paratactic and hypotactic clauses may be combined, 
forming a single clause complex (from text 18 CG/A). 
||| 1 α Ellos deben de detener la migración    Main 
| β porque todos quieren venir a los Estados Unidos   Hypotactic 
|| 2 pero todos no quieren trabajar,     Paratactic 
|| 3 α ay unos        Paratactic 
| β que solamente quieren vender drogas    Hypotactic 
| γ o estan en ganga. |||      Hypotactic 
In addition to paratactic and hypotactic clauses, embedded clauses may also be part of a 
clause complex. Embedded clauses have a variety of functions such as (a) restrictive relative 
clauses modifying a nominal group; (b) nominalized clauses functioning as subject or complement; 
and (c) comparative clauses modifying an adverbial group (Thompson, 2014). Here are some 
examples taken from the participants’ essays with embedded clauses between [ ]. 
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(a) Según muchos migrantes [a quienes he hablado], esta situación es la más común. (from 
text 20 CG/A). 
According to many migrants [to whom I have spoken], this situation is the most common. 
(b) [Lo que no entienden] es que los inmigrantes en ves de traer problemas de crimen y al 
del la economía, traen cultura. (from text 3 CG/B). 
[What they do not understand] is that immigrants rather than bringing crime to the 
economy, they bring culture.   
(c) Puede ser que la gente piensa [que las escuelas de los Estados Unidos son mejores 
que las de su país]. (from text 2 IG/A). 
It can be that people think [that schools in the US are better than those in their country.] 
In the following section, there is a description of HLLs’ writing as well as a description of 
previous studies on writing improvement from a functionalist perspective. 
4.2. Literature review 
4.2.1. Functional descriptors of HLLs’ writing ability 
 To investigate features of English-Spanish bilinguals’ writing, Montaño-Harmon (1988) 
conducted a contrastive analysis of expository texts written in English and Spanish by high school 
students (14-15 years old). She wanted to know whether Chicanos carried over discourse patterns 
from their native language to English. She collected and compared texts from Mexican 
monolinguals writing in Spanish, ESL students writing in English, Chicanos writing in English, 
and Anglo Americans writing in English. In Spanish, Mexican monolinguals wrote the longest 
texts in number of words, but with the lowest number of sentences. These writers produced texts 
with a high number of long, complicated, run-on sentences constructed by stating an idea, using a 
comma, and re-stating the same idea using synonyms (p. 149).They linked their ideas through 
additive, explicative, or resultative connectors. They lacked organizational patterns and deviated 
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consciously from the main topic. In English, on the other hand, Anglo students wrote the shortest 
texts with the largest number of simple sentences as well as with the largest number of instances 
of complex sentences, and used connectors of sequence to order their events. In comparison, 
Chicano students wrote in English using a conversational tone, giving the impression of talking 
directly to a friend rather than to a general audience, employing conversational markers, slang 
expressions and rhetorical questions. They also produced more fragments than the other three 
groups, used more run-on sentences than Anglo students, and more simple sentences than Mexican 
monolinguals. Since Montaño-Harmon was interested in the connection between writing academic 
English and poor performance at school, she argued that run-on sentences, fragments, slang, and 
deviations from the main idea would be some features in Chicano students’ essays that would not 
comply with conventions of standard academic American English. In conclusion, Montaño-
Harmon suggests that language arts programs are needed to teach Chicano students to distinguish 
the differences between Chicano English and Standard English in order to be evaluated fairly.  
In another study, Spicer-Escalante (2005) analyzed the rhetorical features of 
argumentative/persuasive texts in English and Spanish of three groups: HLLs, Spanish second 
language learners (SSLLs), and Spanish native speakers (SNSs) from Mexico. The main purpose 
was to conduct a contrastive analysis using the Toulmin Analysis of Informal Reasoning and the 
Persuasive Appeals Analysis previously used by Connor and Lauer (1988) to determine whether 
the HLLs’ writing used the same rhetorical strategies as the writing of the other two groups. The 
author found that HLLs create their own strategies with unique characteristics taken from both 
languages and both cultures. In both languages, HLLs support their statements with personal 
experiences or with public domain data as monolingual Spanish speakers would. They use more 
analogies, testimonies, cause and effect arguments and examples than the other groups, but their 
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arguments are less convincing due to a lack of bibliographic support. They also use more affective 
appeals, such as more detailed descriptions with similes and metaphors. In their introduction, they 
fail to express their claims sufficiently clearly, leaving the reader without a clear understanding of 
the goals of the essay. The author concludes that HLLs write differently from their Spanish and 
English native speaking peers because HLLs bring their own strategies and knowledge into their 
writing. Therefore, HLLs need instruction focusing on developing their academic writing.  
Lastly, Martínez (2007) investigated HLLs’ subject pronoun use in both formal and 
informal writing. Martínez found that HLLs conformed to Spanish norms when writing informally; 
that is, they used fewer subject pronouns because Spanish is a pro-drop language where pronouns 
may be omitted. However, when writing formally, they conformed to English norms, writing more 
subject pronouns because these pronouns cannot be omitted in English. These results suggest, 
according to Martínez, that HLLs write in Spanish in a manner similar to the way they speak, but 
that they use their literacy skills in English when writing formally because that is the language 
they use more often in academic settings. 
In sum, the previous studies describing HLLs’ writing practices reveal that HLLs use a 
high number of run-on sentences and fragments as well as a conversational tone characterized by 
the use of conversational markers, slang expressions and rhetorical questions. These are some of 
the features in HLLs’ writing that do not fit within the conventions of academic English. 
4.2.2. Functional improvement of HLLs’ writing ability 
Cecilia Colombi (1997; 2000; 2002; 2006; 2009) was a pioneer providing guidance in the 
analysis of texts in Spanish at the macro or genre level, and at the micro or clausal level following 
the principles of Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) (Halliday, 1985; 1994; Halliday & 
Matthiessen, 1999). This approach focuses on two main questions: how people use language and 
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how language is structured for use (Eggins, 1994). Language is a resource used to make meaning 
through lexico-grammatical forms used for specific functions in certain contexts and for specific 
purposes (Colombi, 2002, p. 68). Within this framework, the text (oral or written) is a semantic 
unit, not made of words, but made of meanings (Halliday & Hasan, 1985, p. 10) that use a selection 
of the infinite options that are presented at the semantic, lexico-grammatical, and phonological 
levels (Ghio & Fernández, 2008, p.37). The text is built using a register (formal/informal), which 
is determined by the three contextual parameters social context: what is happening (field), who 
participates (tenor), and what role the language is playing (mode) (Halliday, 1978; 1985; Martin, 
1993). The text may belong to a particular genre–a category that describes the relationship between 
the social purpose of a text and the language structure (Martin, 1993, p.2). The text follows a 
particular structure or model in which each element in the model performs a particular rhetorical 
function that Swales (1990) calls ‘movements’ and that may vary from one culture to another. This 
way, as Swales points out, while the genre determines the discourse structure of the whole text, 
the register determines the lexico-grammatical features of the different sections of the text. 
Therefore, text analysis under a SFL framework goes beyond counting the number of errors or 
growth in vocabulary to a more detailed analysis at the genre or macro level and at the micro or 
clausal level. At the macro level, SFL examines the rhetorical functions of each ‘movement’ or 
section of the text, and at the micro level, it examines the lexico-grammatical features that occur 
below, above, and around the clause, which is considered the basic unit of systemic functional 
grammar. Furthermore, this framework also assumes that when students are reading, they also 
learn about content, learn to represent events, enact interpersonal relations, and organize 
information (Schleppegrell & Achugar, 2003). Consequently, reading texts can enable students “to 
develop awareness of how the language operates as a resource for making meaning, and learn the 
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ways of making meaning that are most prevalent in particular content areas” (Schleppegrell & 
Achugar, 2003, p.21).  The following section provides a description of some previous studies that 
have used the SFL framework to analyze written texts in Spanish. 
Colombi (1997) conducted a textual analysis of 26 HLLs’ texts written in Spanish to 
examine the features that cause these texts to belong to a more colloquial, spoken register and 
distance them from the academic written register (see Chafe, 1986; Halliday & Hasan, 1976). 
Colombi found that HLLs’ oral competence was higher than their written competence because 
they learned Spanish through backstage activities (with family and friends) rather than through 
frontstage activities (at work and at school). At the grapho-phonemic level, the author observed 
that HLLs had trouble distinguishing graphemes that can be used to write the same sound (c, s, 
and z); use of letter h, which is silent in Spanish; consonant duplication; use of capital letters; and 
accents. At the lexical level, HLLs adopted new concepts from English through semantic extension 
and borrowings and used archaisms commonly used by people from low socioeconomic status in 
rural areas. At the semantic level, HLLs used a simplified grammar including, for example, the 
loss of the subjunctive (see also Silva-Corvalán, 1994). At the syntactic level, HLLs used syntactic 
calques and colloquialisms. At the discursive level, the use of oral features was more evident, such 
as when HLLs alluded to an immediate receptor; used dialogism to refer to an audience as if it 
were present; repeated words or expressions several times; modified the canonical order in their 
argumentation and skipped from one section to another without concluding. Colombi (1997) 
suggests that HLLs need explicit instruction on how to organize those socially valuable genres that 
will help them to be successful in their professions including, for instance, narratives, reviews, 




Schleppegrell and Colombi (1997) compared argumentative texts in English and Spanish 
written by two advanced HLLs who had received instruction in English but not in Spanish. The 
authors wanted to determine whether discourse-organizational and clause-combining strategies 
were transferred from the dominant language into the heritage language. Beyond finding that 
indeed these HLLs transferred their writing strategies from English to Spanish, the authors also 
identified differences at the clausal and discourse levels that were related to either a conversational 
writing style or academic writing style. At the macro level of discourse organization, both writers 
included the expected elements of an argumentative text (thesis, premises, and conclusion) but 
differed in the organizational structure. According to Schleppegrell and Colombi, the first writer, 
writer A, used a planned, analytical, impersonal writing style with a tight organizational structure, 
cohesive devices such as conjunctions and adverbials, a thesis statement, supporting information, 
and a conclusion summarizing the thesis. The second writer, writer B, used an evolving, hortatory, 
dialogic, writing style with an emergent structure that used rhetorical questions and answers as 
cohesive devices and lacked clear organization within paragraphs. At the micro level of clause 
combination, writer A was identified as a student who relied more on academic language and used 
more simple sentences and condensed information in main and embedded clauses. Conversely, 
writer B relied on strategies of oral language and used more hypotactic and paratactic clauses.  
In this analysis, the authors provide parameters that are useful to examine the longitudinal 
development of writing from a conversational style to an academic style with the aid of instruction. 
Following her previous study, Colombi (2000) analyzed the progression from context-dependent 
conversational language to decontextualized written academic language in three texts written by 
the same student over nine months. The texts were analyzed at the macro or genre level in terms 
of the functional components of an essay (introduction, thesis, content, and conclusion), and at the 
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micro level or clause level, in terms of types of clauses in relation to the total number of sentences. 
The progression from a less planned text to a more planned text was expressed in terms of lexical 
density–number of content words in relation to the total words in the text–(Halliday, 1994, p.350) 
and grammatical intricacy–the number of chaining clauses (hypotactic and paratactic) in relation 
to the total sentences in the text (Halliday, 1994, p.351). As a text becomes more academic, its 
lexical density will increase, and its grammatical intricacy will decrease. Colombi found that 
despite not having received explicit instruction on clause construction, the student in her study 
moved from a conversational style to a more academic style after having had extensive contact 
with literary and academic texts in Spanish (p.303). The student’s writing increased in lexical 
density–incorporating more information by using more content words–and decreased in 
grammatical intricacy–moving from writing with looser clauses (paratactic and hypotactic clauses) 
to writing with tighter ones (embedded clauses) (Matthiesen, 2002).  
In a subsequent study, Colombi (2002) investigated the development of academic writing 
in Spanish of Latino College students during a 9-month writing course specifically designed for 
Spanish native speakers.  The author analyzed the expository essays of two students, one written 
at the onset of the course and the second at the end. Colombi focused on changes in lexical density, 
grammatical intricacy, and nominal structure–the number of complex noun groups divided by the 
total number of clauses in a text. According to Colombi’s findings, writing development from an 
oral register to a written one is identified by a decrease in grammatical intricacy, an increase in 
lexical density, and an increase in nominal structure. That is, as a writer develops their academic 
writing, they will reduce the number of paratactic and hypotactic clauses per clause complex; will 
use more content words in relation to the number of total words in a text; and will use a higher 
number of complex noun groups in relation to the number of total clauses in a text. In fact, these 
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complex nouns were the most noticeable feature of the last essay, which contained higher use of 
nominalization–the result of rewording verbs and adjectives as nouns–as a resource to condense 
information. At the macro level, Colombi compared two essays written by the same student. The 
first essay looked like an oral exposition with an introduction to the topic, a fragmented thesis, and 
an example of a conflict. It included several hypotactic and paratactic clauses, repeated words, and 
rhetorical questions that made the essay resemble a dialog. By contrast, the last essay contained a 
complete thesis at the end of the introduction and presented the information in a more impersonal 
way. It included more main and embedded clauses, less word repetition, and did not contain 
rhetorical questions. Colombi concluded that analysis of nominalization and clause combination 
can provide a way to track academic writing development. Lastly, explicit instruction on clause 
combination could help students develop their academic writing faster. 
 Achugar and Carpenter (2014) analyzed changes in lexical density, grammatical intricacy, 
clause combination, and meta-discourse choices as indexes for measuring writing development 
along with several other measures. Ninety four high school students from different ethnic 
backgrounds (Hispanic, White, Black, Asian, and Native American) received explicit instruction 
on how history texts were constructed over the course of a semester and were asked to write 
summaries in English of these history texts at the beginning and end of the semester. Overall, the 
authors found that most students wrote texts with a higher number of words and with higher lexical 
density at the end of the semester, but there was a lot of individual variation in the results 
suggesting that previous experiences with academic writing affect students’ writing development. 
Since students received explicit instruction only three times over the semester and this instruction 
was focused on developing students’ awareness of the way history texts are written, the authors 
suggested that this language awareness did not necessarily transfer to written production. 
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 In sum, the previous studies suggest that clause combination, lexical density, and nominal 
structure are useful functional indexes for tracking writing development over time in addition to 
the other structural constructs mentioned in the last chapter, such as accuracy, syntactic 
complexity, lexical complexity, and fluency. As Ravelli (1988) noted, a written text in comparison 
to a spoken text has higher density, lower grammatical intricacy and a higher number of 
grammatical metaphors. In addition, as Achugar and Carpenter claim, individual analysis of 
students’ written texts may be more revealing of writing improvement than group analysis due to 
individual differences. Therefore, individual analysis can provide a better picture of language 
development than group analysis. 
4.3. The present study. 
Advanced language development is defined as “changes that develop gradually over time 
in relation to academic contexts where there are institutionalized ways of using language that 
characterize disciplinary discourse communities” (Achugar & Colombi, 2008, p.36). Achugar and 
Colombi state that this development can be observed as a movement from congruent, oral, 
interpersonal registers towards incongruent, written, academic registers, and that this movement 
can be tracked over time by analyzing changes in lexico-grammatical and discourse-semantic 
features including grammatical metaphor, grammatical intricacy, lexical density, clause-
combining resources, and metadiscourse choices (p.40). For instance, grammatical metaphor is “a 
linguistic resource that condenses information by expressing experiences and events in an 
incongruent form, as contrasted with the more customary congruent form that prevails in everyday 
language use” (Colombi, 2006, p.147). The use of grammatical metaphor “indicates a shift away 
from commonsense ways of meaning-making, where the lexico-grammatical forms chosen are 
congruent with the semantics of the event or experience, to uncommon ways of meaning-making 
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through a more metaphorical reconstrual of experience” (p. 150). The control over this feature is 
intimately related to success in schooling due to the fact that it enables writers to condense 
information in way that makes a text more technical and sophisticated (Christie & Derewianka, 
2008), and higher number of grammatical metaphors is considered more prestigious in US culture 
and is perceived to be a marker of academic literacy (Colombi, 2006). Another feature intimately 
related to language development is grammatical intricacy, a measure that refers to the number of 
chaining clauses in relation to the total sentences in the text (Halliday, 1994, p.351). 
This study investigated the effects of instruction on HLLs’ writing ability at the functional 
level in terms of changes in grammatical intricacy in a pretest-posttest design. Instruction consisted 
of the following fundamental elements: 
1. The instructed group received instruction on the rhetorical components of 
argumentative texts, including the thesis, arguments and conclusions (Hyland, 1990). 
The students were provided with an explanation of each of the three elements followed 
by production practice.  
2. The students were provided with readings as the main tool of the course following a 
pre-reading, while-reading, post-reading sequence. Overall, at the pre-reading stage, 
the students were introduced to the topic and practiced new academic vocabulary; 
during the while-reading stage, they completed charts and answered comprehension 
questions; and at the post-reading stage, they analyzed the structure of the texts and 
produced their own texts with the elements required in the assignment. 
3. In addition to the readings, the students’ writing was guided by written models 
containing highlighted written corrective feedback. This way, they could identify 
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correct usage of rhetorical structures, transition words, academic vocabulary, 
grammatical features, language use, references, and other features.    
4. Lastly, regarding sentence combination, the students did not receive explicit instruction 
on how to condense information using embedded clauses in the course. Rather, they 
were provided with simple clauses that required the addition of a dependent clause to 
make the sentences longer, but not necessarily more compact. For instance, they read 
simple sentences and had to provide an additional dependent clause containing the 
correct form of either an indicative or subjunctive verb. Here are two examples taken 
from Potowski (2011, p. 91): 
(a) Mis padres insisten en… que yo hable español en la casa. 
My parents insist… that I speak Spanish at home. 
(b) No hay nadie aquí… que hable chino. 
There is no one here… that speaks Chinese. 
Despite not having received explicit instruction on how to condense information using 
embedded clauses, access to a variety of academic texts can serve as a way for students to notice 
this feature of academic writing. Here are some examples of embedded clauses taken from example 
2 on pages 32-33 (Potowski, 2011): 
(a) Y la única razón por la que algunos no pagan impuestos es simplemente que no 
pueden pagar, [aunque quisieran] porque no tienen un número de seguridad social. 
And the only reason why some people do not pay taxes is simply that they cannot 
pay, [even if they wanted] because they do not have a social security number. 
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(b) Un inmigrante ilegal no puede tener seguro de salud, [que a lo mejor contribuye a 
los cierres de tantos hospitales] porque sin seguro una persona no puede pagar sus 
gastos médicos. 
An illegal immigrant cannot have health insurance, [which may contribute to the 
closures of so many hospitals] because without insurance a person cannot pay for 
their medical expenses. 
In addition, according to Schleppegrell and Achugar (2003), when students read, they also 
learn about content and learn to represent events, enact interpersonal relations and organize 
information in such a way that they can “develop awareness of how the language operates as a 
resource for making meaning, and learn the ways of making meaning that are most prevalent in 
particular content areas” (p.21). That is, reading is a resource that may help learners to notice the 
features that characterize academic texts, such as the use of embedded clauses to condense 
information. For instance, Colombi (2000) found that their students, without any explicit 
instruction on embedded clauses, improved their writing ability, increased their lexical density and 
decreased their grammatical intricacy over one year after increasing their contact with literary and 
academic texts.  
Reading is a fundamental part of the course SPAN 113 as students must read about current 
topics in Spanish, analyze models of the argumentative genre, review new academic vocabulary, 
exchange opinions in class, do peer-review, and write their own essays. Therefore, it is expected 
that they would develop an awareness of how academic writing works. 
4.4. Method 
The present study is an extension of Study 2; it follows a quasi-experimental design and 
examines the writing of the same two groups of Spanish HLLs from study 2. Written samples 
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produced–one at the outset of the study and the second twelve weeks later–were assessed in terms 
of grammatical intricacy to determine whether instruction affected writing development. The 
research questions that guided this investigation are the following: 
RQ1. Does genre-based instruction make an impact on HLLs’ writing improvement over a 
semester? 
RQ2. Is there any significant difference between instructed and uninstructed HLLs in 
terms of grammatical intricacy? 
4.4.1. Participants 
The participants were the same students from Study 2. The instructed group (n = 33) was 
comprised of 16 males and 17 females, between 18-23 years of age (M = 20, SD = 1.44). The 
control group (n = 32) was comprised of 13 males and 19 females, between 18-23 years of age (M 
= 20, SD = 1.0); none of them were taking any Spanish classes at the time of the study. An 
independent samples t-test revealed no statistically significant difference between the two groups 
in terms of age t(63) = 1.13, p = 0.13. 
4.5. Procedure 
4.5.1. Scoring procedure 
Grammatical intricacy–the number of main, paratactic and hypotactic clauses divided 
by the number of orthographic sentences that appear in a text (Colombi, 2002, p. 72; Halliday, 
1985; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014)–was calculated following these steps. 
1. All texts were segmented into clauses. 
2. Clauses were carefully coded as main, paratactic, hypotactic, or embedded (see Ghio & 
Fernandez, 2008; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014; Martin, Matthiessen, & Painter, 1997; 
for further examples).This procedure was performed manually. 
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3. Thirteen (10%) of the 130 letters were coded by the researcher and an experienced  
 
linguist and compared. There was 96% agreement on clause type. 
 
4. Each clause was counted, and grammatical intricacy was calculated using the formula: 
GI = (M+P+H) / CC 
where M = main clauses, P = paratactic clauses, H = hypotactic clauses and CC= clause 
complexes. 
Grammatical intricacy shows the patterns of the organization of the clause complex 
(Halliday, 1987) in terms of how many clauses join together to form a clause complex, and the 
higher the index, the more intricate the text (Castello, 2008). 
4.6. Results 
Table 4.1 shows the total number of clauses classified by type of clause (main, paratactic, 
embedded) as well as the total number of clause complexes produced by the participants in each 
group. On the pretest, the participants in the instructed group wrote a total of 1388 clauses with an 
average of 42.1 clauses per participant (SD=13.5), compared to the control group, which wrote a 
total of 1215 clauses with an average of 38.2 clauses per participant (SD=11.4). Regarding the 
types of clauses, the instructed group wrote a total of 521 main clauses (37.5%) with an average 
of 15.8 per participant (SD=5.7), compared to the control group that wrote 487 main clauses 
(40.1%) with an average of 15.2 per participant (SD=4.7).The instructed group produced 547 
(39.4%)hypotactic clauses with an average of 16.4 per participant (SD=6.2) while the control 
group produced 472 (38.8%) with an average of 14.7 per participant (SD=5.7). Additionally, the 
instructed group produced 213 paratactic clauses (15.3%) with an average of 6.6 per participant 








Control group  
(n = 32) 
Instructed group  
(n = 33)  
 CLAUSE TYPE PRE POST PRE POST 
No. % No. % No. % No. % 
















































626 51.5% 760 54.6% 758 54.6% 915 50.2% 
Embedded 
clauses 
102 8.4% 111 8.0% 109 7.8% 224 12.3% 
Total clauses 1215 100% 1391 100% 1388 100% 1824 100% 
Clause complex 487  520  522   685  
 
 Grammatical intricacy on the pretest and posttest was calculated for both groups, and the 
results are shown in Table 4.2. Since it is assumed that the higher the grammatical intricacy value, 
the more similar the text is to spoken language, the results suggest that the control group did not 
improve their writing at the functional level.  
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Table 4.2 Mean grammatical intricacy of both groups before and after treatment with standard 




 (n = 32) 
Instructed group 
(n = 33)  
 
PRE POST PRE POST 
GI 2.35 (0.49) 2.6 (0.64) 2.51 (0.48) 2.4 (0.41) 
*GI = Grammatical Intricacy 
 As Figure 4.1 shows, after one semester, the participants in the control group on average, 
increased their grammatical intricacy from 2.35 clauses per clause complex to 2.6 clauses per 
clause complex. Conversely, the instructed group on average, moved from a speech-like writing 
style into a more formal writing style moving from a grammatical intricacy of 2.51 on the pretest 
to 2.4 on the posttest. That is, the instructed group, on average, wrote texts with less intricate clause 
complexes and fewer clauses per clause complex than the control group.  
Figure 4.1 Change in grammatical intricacy of both groups from pretest to posttest. 
 
In order to determine whether there was a significant difference in the change in writing 
performance between the two groups, the difference in grammatical intricacy between the pretest 
and posttest was calculated. A Shapiro-Wilks test was performed to check for normality, and the 






























performed, indicating that there was a significant difference between the two groups t(63) = 3.11, 
p=.003, d =.28. That is, the participants in the instructed group who received instruction over one 
semester wrote texts that were .28 standard deviations lower on the scale of grammatical intricacy 
than those written by their peers in the control group.  
 On the other hand, as it has been found that trade-off effects are common in writing with 
improvement occurring in one feature at the expense of another (Polio & Shea, 2014), individual 
changes (either improvement or decline) in grammatical intricacy were compared with changes in 
CAF features and are displayed in Table 4.3. For instance, 21 participants in the control group 
(65.6%) showed trade-off effects between GI and COM. That is, they improved in one feature and 
decreased in the other, whereas the other 9 participants (28.1%) either improved or decreased in 
both measures. Both groups presented similar trade-off effects between grammatical intricacy and 
complexity and between grammatical intricacy and accuracy. The only evident difference was 
between grammatical intricacy and fluency, with the instructed group having fewer trade-off 
effects and significantly surpassing the control group in fluency over time.     
Table 4.3 Number of participants per group that showed trade-off effects between grammatical 
intricacy and CAF features for both control and instructed groups. 
Group *GI vs COM GI vs ACC GI vs FLU 
Control (n=32) 21 (65.6%) 13 (40.6%) 20 (62.5%) 
Instructed (n=33) 19 (57.6%) 13 (39.4%) 14 (42.4%) 
*GI=grammatical intricacy, COM=complexity, ACC=accuracy, FLU=fluency 
Further individual analysis showed that, even though instruction can provide sufficient 
assistance for students to decrease their grammatical intricacy, not all students in the instructed 
group improved, indicating that individual differences play a role even when students have 
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received the same type of instruction. Figure 4.2 shows the individual results of students in the 
instructed and control groups. The dotted line in the middle of the graph serves to indicate those 
participants who scored either lower or higher from pretest to posttest. For instance, the 
participants below the dotted line are those who had higher grammatical intricacy on the first text 
than on the second text. That is, 19 participants in the instructed group (57.6%) improved their 
writing by reducing grammatical intricacy from the onset of the study to the end of the semester, 
compared to 14 participants in the same group (42.4%) who wrote more grammatically intricate 
texts after receiving instruction. The control group showed a different pattern, that is, only 9 
participants (28.1%) wrote less intricate texts at the end of the semester while 23 participants in 
the same group (71.9%) produced more grammatically intricate texts. 
Figure 4.2 Individual grammatical intricacy before and after treatment. 
 
*GIPRE = Grammatical Intricacy at the pretest, GIPOST= Grammatical Intricacy at the posttest 
 
A more detailed individual analysis of two instructed participants, one who improved 
moving from a grammatical intricacy of 2.44 to 2.27 (participant 21),and one who did not improve 
moving from a grammatical intricacy of 2.36 to 2.56 (participant 18) can give us a better picture 
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of participants’ choices in clause-combination. These two participants were selected for further 
analysis because the differences between the values of grammatical intricacy from pretest to 
posttest were similar: 0.17 for the participant who improved, and 0.2 for the student who did not. 
Table 4.4 shows the quantitative analysis of the type of clauses produced by participants 18 and 
21. It revealed that participant 18 increased the percentage of total hypotactic and paratactic 
clauses. This percentage increased from 46.3% to 52.7%, whereas the production of main and 
embedded clauses decreased from 34.1% to 33.8%, and from 19.5% to 13.5%, respectively. This 
result suggests that participant 18 did not advance from the spoken register to the written register 
despite having received instruction.  On the other hand, participant 21 showed an opposite trend 
moving from a spoken register to a written register by decreasing the percentage of total hypotactic 
and paratactic clauses from 52.3% to 50%, with an increase in the percentage of main clauses from 
36.4% to 39.3% and a slight decrease in the percentage of embedded clauses from 11.4% to 10.7%. 
Table 4.4 Individual analysis of the types of clauses used by two instructed participants before 
and after the treatment and their grammatical intricacy. 
  
 
Participant 18  
 
Participant 21  
 
 Clause Type Pretest Posttest Pretest Posttest 









19 46.3 39 52.7 23 52.3 14 50 
Embedded 
clauses 
8 19.5 10 13.5 5 11.4 3 10.7 
Total clauses 41  74  44  28  




Participant 18 moved from a grammatical intricacy of 2.36 in the first essay to an even more 
intricate 2.56 in the second essay. This result increased as this participant used more ranking 
clauses–main, paratactic, and hypotactic–chaining one idea after the other. This kind of clause-
chaining is typical of an unplanned, spontaneous spoken register. Example (a) shows participant 
18’s clause combination, which is analyzed in more detail in Table 4.5. 
(a) Los inmigrantes que vienen a los Estados Unidos encuentran trabajos aquí pero dejan 
a muchas companias en Mexico sin trabajadores, causando que mas ciudadanos de 
Mexico emigran aquí. 
Immigrants who come to the US find jobs here but leave many companies in Mexico 
without workers, causing more Mexican citizens to emigrate here. 
 As example (a) shows, this participant introduces the topic he will explain: why many 
Mexicans leave their country and come to the United States in search of job opportunities. As 
Table 4.4 shows, this participant introduces the first reason for Latin-American immigrants to 
come to the US using 4 ranking clauses in the first clause complex: 1 main, 1 paratactic with the 
connector ‘pero’, and 2 hypotactic. In addition, this clause complex contains a down ranking 
embedded clause –a clause that may move from a higher rank to a lower rank (Halliday, 2004) and 
which “is not subsumed under grammatical intricacy because it represents intricacy at the level of 
the nominal group” (Colombi, 2002, p. 72). This is a good example of the complexity of spoken 











Table 4.5 Clause analysis of participant 18´s first essay. 
 




que vienen a los Estados Unidos 
that come to the United States 
 
encuentran trabajos aquí 
find jobs here 
 
pero dejan a muchas companias en Mexico sin trabajadores,  





que mas ciudadanos de Mexico emigran aquí.  


















 In the second essay, example (b), participant 18 introduces the topic he will develop: the 
negative stereotypes that exist in the US about Latin-American immigrants. As in his first essay, 
this participant uses a clause complex to start his first description.  
(b) Los latinoamericanos estan discriminados porque (las) personas crean que son  
 
criminales y que dependen (de) que el gobierno los ayuda. 
 
Latin Americans are discriminated because (the) people believe they are criminals  
 
and who depend (on) that the government helps them.  
 As Table 4.6 shows, this participant uses a clause complex consisting of 5 clauses: 1 main, 
1 paratactic, and 3 hypotactic, which make his text more spoken like. As Halliday (1989) noted, it 
is not the number of clauses a text contains that makes a text complex, but the number of clauses 
included in a clause complex. That is, these two clause complexes written by participant 18 are 
similarly complex in terms of the number of clauses packed into one clause complex.       
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Table 4.6 Clause analysis of participant 18´s second essay. 
Clause Type  
 
Los latinoamericanos estan discriminados  
Latin Americans are discriminated  
 
porque (las) personas crean  
because people belive 
 
que son criminales  
they are criminals 
 
y que dependen  
and depend 
 
(de) que el gobierno los ayuda. 
















 On the other hand, participant 21 moved from a speech-like register to a written register 
reducing his grammatical intricacy of 2.44 in the first essay to a less intricate 2.27 in the second 
essay. As example (c) shows, this participant used four ranking clauses in the clause complex to 
express one of the reasons Latin-American immigrants have to come to the United States.   
(c) Los razones mas importante es que la economía es mejor en los Estados Unidos,  
hay mas seguridad en los Estados Unidos, y hay mas educación. 
The most important reasons is that the economy is better in the US, there is more 
security in the US, and there is more education. 
 As Table 4.7 shows, this participant used four ranking clauses: 1 main, 1 hypotactic and 2 






Table 4.7 Clause analysis of participant 21´s first essay. 
Clause Type  
Los razones mas importante es  
The most important reason is 
 
que la economía es mejor en los Estados Unidos,  
that the economy is better in the United States, 
 
hay mas seguridad en los Estados Unidos,  
there is more security in the United States 
 
y hay mas educación en los Estados Unidos.  












 Example (d) shows that participant 21 used two ranking and one down ranking clauses in 
a clause complex to justify the benefits immigrants bring to the US.   
(d) Lo que pasa con los immigrantes es que ellos estan comprando y usando más cosas de  
las empresas.  
What happens with immigrants is that they are buying and using more things from the 
companies. 
Table 4.8 Clause analysis of participant 21´s last essay. 
Clause Type  
[Lo que pasa con los inmigrantes] es  
What happens with immigrants is  
 
que ellos estan comprando  
that they are buying 
 
y usando más cosas de las empresas.  












 Table 4.8 shows that participant 21 is not only using two ranking clauses in his last essay, 
but also an embedded clause–a nominalized clause functioning as a subject, which is more 
characteristic of a formal, written register. 
4.7. Discussion 
 The present study investigated how genre-based instruction affects the functional 
improvement of HLL’s writing in terms of grammatical intricacy over one semester. This study 
was guided by two research questions that are answered in the following section. 
RQ1. Does genre-based instruction make an impact on HLLs’ writing improvement over a 
semester? 
The results showed that as a group, the instructed group outperformed the control group at 
the end of the semester. The instructed group reduced the percentage of paratactic and hypotactic 
clauses per clause complex after receiving instruction, whereas the control group did the opposite: 
they increased the percentage of paratactic and hypotactic clauses per clause complex, making 
their writing more speech-like. 
RQ2. Is there any significant difference between instructed and uninstructed HLLs in terms 
of grammatical intricacy? 
The results indicated that the instructed group on average reduced their grammatical 
intricacy significantly more than their peers in the control group. This result suggests that some 
aspects of the instruction they received, for instance, reading texts, analyzing written models, 
attending to peer feedback, and/or writing letters, made a positive impact over a semester on the 
students were enrolled in the course. Instruction may have helped students to identify differences 
in clause combinations in oral and written texts (Colombi, 2000). That is, instruction helped HLLs 
to move from a familiar style to an academic one by decreasing the percentage of paratactic and 
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hypotactic clauses they used per clause complex from the first prompt to the second prompt. In 
other words, since throughout the course instructed students were in contact with academic texts 
containing both chaining and embedded clauses, it is possible that they may have noticed that 
academic texts contain more condensed information per sentence and fewer chaining clauses. 
Additionally, it was notable that instructed HLLs improved their writing by decreasing their 
grammatical intricacy while their uninstructed peers did the opposite and increased their 
grammatical intricacy.  
Additionally, not all instructed students improved. Individual variation was present, but the 
number of students who did not improve over the semester was higher in the control group (71.9%) 
than in the instructed group (42.4%). One possibility is that the provision of models and written 
practice were sufficient to promote learning gains for some but not for others. A second possibility 
is that one semester may not be enough time for some students to improve.  
Overall, this result suggests that even without explicit instruction, HLLs can improve their 
writing over the course of one semester. In sum, reading academic texts, analyzing multiple models 
of the target genre and writing various drafts and essays might be sufficient to make most HLLs 












CHAPTER 5. STUDY 4–DEVELOPMENT OF GRAMMATICAL ACCURACY IN  
HLLS’ WRITING 
5.1. Introduction 
 In the L2 literature, an error is “a linguistic form or combination of forms which, in the 
same context and under similar conditions of production, would, in all likelihood, not be produced 
by the speakers’ native speaker counterparts” (Lennon, 1991, p.182). Researchers have developed 
several different methods for helping language learners correct their errors. One method has been 
instruction that targets the development of implicit learning that occurs unconsciously through 
practice with the problematic forms, and another prominent method is through instruction that 
targets explicit learning, which occurs through the conscious analysis of rules (Ellis, et al., 2006). 
Previous meta-analyses (Norris & Ortega, 2000; Spada & Tomita, 2010) have investigated the 
effects of type of instruction on error correction finding that “explicit instruction positively 
contributes to learner’s controlled knowledge and spontaneous use of complex and simple forms” 
(Spada & Tomita, p. 263). This finding suggests that explicit instruction is a strong tool to help 
reduce L2 errors.  
 In the case of HLLs, errors are considered to be part of the process of developing 
competence and a result of the influence of the students’ English knowledge (Zentella, 1997; 
Montrul, et al., 2013), and should be treated as “both a normal part of becoming proficient in the 
heritage language and as explainable on the basis of what students know” (Mercado, 2000, p.227). 
Unlike studies in L2, research in the HL field is still scarce, with just a few studies on error 
correction in speech (Gass & Lewis, 2007; Kang, 2009) and only one study investigating the 
effects of feedback on written error correction (Pérez-Nuñez, 2015).  
The present study aims to contribute to the HL field by investigating whether explicit 
instruction provided to a group of HLLs has a positive effect on the correction of errors made on 
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four problematic features in comparison to a control group without any specific instruction. The 
assumption is that “a conscious understanding of how grammatical features work helps [HL] 
students develop competence, because it makes them pay attention to linguistic forms” (Beaudrie 
et al., citing Lightbown, 1991, p. 163). Thus, it is expected that the instructed group will produce 
fewer errors than the control group at the end of the treatment.  
The following section presents a description of HLLs’ errors and a review of previous 
studies.   
5.2. Literature review 
5.2.1. Lexical and grammatical errors 
In the HL field, errors or deviations from grammatical norms are caused by at least three 
phenomena that affect HLLs’ internal grammar: bilingual acquisition, attrition, and language 
contact (Beaudrie, Ducar, & Potowski, 2014).  
In terms of bilingual acquisition, Beaudrie et al. note that HLLs in the US usually receive 
less input in their heritage language than in English; their heritage language is restricted to the 
family context; they watch TV and movies in the majority language; they socialize with other 
children in English; and they do not usually receive formal education in their heritage language. 
Thus, due to the dominant use of the L2, HLLs may experience incomplete acquisition and not 
reach age-appropriate levels of proficiency in certain linguistic properties in their HL (Montrul, 
2008). They may consequently display a simplified grammar (Otheguy & Zentella, 2011), a 
change in the frequency of use of certain constructions, or grammaticalization (Escobar & 
Potowski, 2015). For instance, Silva-Corvalán (1994) observed the substitution of the indicative  
for the subjunctive  across generations of HLLs; Sánchez (1983) found that HLLs’ use more 
subject pronouns than their monolingual peers living outside the US; and Silva-Corvalán (1986) 
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found that the use of estar extended to some adjectives that are generally used with ser outside of 
the US. In regards to attrition–the loss at the individual level, either in children or adults, of a given 
property after it had been maintained stably for some time (Montrul, 2008)– Beaudrie et al. noted 
that HLLs may show erosion of forms due to limited input or use. Lastly, the third phenomenon is 
language contact. As Beaudrie et al. point out, HLLs’ internal grammar is likely to include 
linguistic features from English due to the frequent contact with this language. Since HL use is 
restricted in a situation of contact, HLLs develop a simplified grammatical system and introduce 
non-standard lexical and discursive elements (Lynch, 2008, p. 253).This language contact is 
manifested through five phenomena: code switching, borrowings, extensions, calques (Escobar & 
Potowski, 2015), and lexical creations (Celaya & Torras, 2001, cited in Agustín-Llach, 2015).  
Code-switching is the mix of two languages that, according to Poplack (1980), follows 
syntactic rules from both languages. There are two types of codeswitching depending on whether 
the change occurs in the same sentence (intrasentential) or whether it occurs between two different 
sentences (intersentential). For instance: “Quiero un taco but I don’t have money”, or “Voy a la 
biblioteca. I have an exam tomorrow”. A borrowing or loanword is a word from English that 
sounds like Spanish (Potowski, 2011). According to Escobar and Potowski (2015), these 
loanwords can be phonologically adapted to the sounds in Spanish (bat = bate, score = escore), 
morphologically adapted (to push = puchear, brakes = breca-s), or not adapted (zipper = síper, 
rock, date = deit). Semantic extensions are words that already existed in Spanish but take on a 
different meaning in the US (Potowski, 2011). For instance, “atender art school” ≠ ‘to attend’ 
school. In monolingual Spanish, “atender” means to take care of a certain matter and “asistir” 
means to be present in a place or event. There has been a semantic extension such that in US, 
“atender” has come to mean “asistir”. Calques are literal translations coming from English 
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(Otheguy, García, & Fernández, 1989) that according to Potowski (2011) always consist of more 
than one word. For instance, the calque “correr para presidente” = “to run for president” would be 
“postularse para presidente” in monolingual Spanish. Finally, a lexical creation is an adaptation of 
L1 words to the L2 morphological rules (Celaya & Torras, 2001 cited in Agustín-Llach, 2015, p. 
82) or the use of L1 roots with non-target like L1 affixes. For instance, ‘tomé clases de ‘dibujación’ 
= I took drawing classes, but the morpheme ‘ción’ must be coming from words like ‘actuación’ in 
Spanish(acting) that is attached to the root ‘dibuj-’ (draw) to create the noun ‘dibujación’.  
In the field of L2 writing, it has been found that some students make the same mistakes 
from one essay to the next despite having received explicit instruction on particular features 
(Lalande, 1982). Consequently, Ellis (2006) suggested that teachers should focus on the 
grammatical errors that are problematic for learners rather than trying to teach all aspects of 
grammar (p. 102). However, in the field of HL, as Beaudrie et al. point out, creating a grammar 
guide for HLLs to determine what specific grammar points to target through instruction is 
practically impossible because HLLs are a very heterogeneous group. Carreira and Potowski 
(2011) examined eight textbooks for teaching HLLs and compiled a list of the most frequent 
grammar topics: conditional, imperfect subjunctive, present subjunctive, imperfect and preterit, 
future, pluperfect subjunctive, definite and indefinite articles, and participles. However, as Beadrie 
at al. note this list is too general and may not match specific heritage language programs. 
Therefore, diagnostic evaluation is the best method for finding out which structures are 
problematic for a particular group of HLLs. Potowski (2011), after several years of work with 
HLLs, compiled a set of lexical and grammar points that were problematic for HLLs at her 
institution. Some of these lexical and grammar points include: (a) accents, (b) “ha” vs “a”, (c) use 
of “a” in verbal periphrasis, (d) preterit vs subjunctive, (e) informal uses (slang or archaisms), (f)  
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language contact (calques, semantic extensions, borrowings, creations), (g) definite articles, (h) 
use of infinitive vs gerund, (i) “sino” vs “pero”, (j) the simple future vs the past subjunctive, (k) 
passive voice, and (l) relative pronouns. Examples a, b, c, d, i, j, and k were taken from Potowski 
(2011), and examples e, f, g, and h were taken from the participants’ essays. 
(a) Carlos Fuentes publico / publicó su libro Aura en 1962. 
(b) Mi hermana nunca ha / a ido a Francia. 
(c) Mi amigo va Ø ganar una medalla. / Mi amigo va a ganar una medalla. 
(d) Ayer caminé por el bosque / Quiero que mi hermano camine por el bosque. 
(e) Aunque haiga corruption en todas partes, en los Estados unidos todavia se siguen 
algunas reglas. 
 
(f) Debes tomar ventaja de las oportunidades / Debes aprovechar las oportunidades. 
(g) Ø Programas bilingües pueden ayudar a los inmigrantes / Los programas bilingües 
pueden ayudar a los inmigrantes. 
(h) La realidad es que esperando por una vida toma años. / La realidad es que esperar 
por una vida toma años. 
(i) No deben nomas ayudar los que estan en su país pero tambien los que se fueron / No 
deben nomas ayudar los que están en su país sino tambien los que se fueron. 
(j) Yo quería que comprará / comprara un celular nuevo.  
(k) La policía lo agarró / Fue agarrado por la policía. 
(l) La señora que llegó conmigo era mi madre. 
In the following section, I describe the only study to date that has investigated the effects 





5.2.2. Previous studies 
In the field of HL, research on the effects of explicit instruction is still scarce, and only one 
study has investigated the effects of corrective feedback on HLLs’ writing and error correction 
(Pérez-Nuñez, 2015). 
Pérez-Nuñez (2015) studied the effects of written corrective feedback (WCF) on the 
written production of learners of Spanish as a second language (SLL) and Spanish HLLs using a 
pretest-posttest design. Pérez-Nuñez analyzed 385 texts written over a period of 4 weeks by 
students who were divided into two groups: one group received WCF and the other group only 
received content feedback. Pérez-Nuñez then analyzed the errors made in the use of four 
grammatical structures: gender assignment, gender agreement, omission of definite articles, and 
use of present subjunctive. The author found that the group with WCF made more error revisions 
of the four target structures, but only improved in the use of definite articles in new pieces of 
writing, whereas the group without WCF made only superficial corrections such as corrections of 
spelling and orthography. In sum, this study provided evidence that feedback, as a component of 
writing instruction, may have positive effects on the improvement of some problematic grammar 
structures in writing. Additionally, the fact that this is the only study to date that has investigated 
the effects of corrective feedback on grammar correction highlights the need for more research in 
the area of heritage language instruction. 
5.3. The present study. 
The present longitudinal study investigated whether genre-based instruction had any effect 
on HLLs’ accuracy improvement in terms of error correction in general and on the correction of 
four specific types of errors. The following three types of errors were chosen because they were 
explicitly covered in the course: 1. “a” in verbal periphrasis, 2. the use of infinitive versus gerund, 
and 3. informal uses and language contact. In addition, errors of gender marking, although not 
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covered in the course, were analyzed as they have been found to be problematic for HLLs (Montrul 
et al., 2012). A description of each of the lexical and grammatical features analyzed in the present 
study as well as the explicit instruction provided to the instructed group are described below. 
5.3.1. Problematic features and instruction  
The writing course guided students through the steps needed for building academic 
argumentative essays with strong arguments. In addition to the focus on writing, the course 
included a review of some problematic lexical and grammatical features for HLLs. Those that were 
selected for the study are described below.  
5.3.1.1. Use of ‘a’ in verbal periphrasis 
A verbal periphrasis is a complex verbal construction consisting of a finite verb, whose 
lexical meaning is a more or less weakened, the facultative presence of a preposition and another 
verb in nominal form–infinitive, gerund, or participle (Domínguez, 2000, p. 737). In other words, 
a verbal periphrasis is a grammatical construction constituted of a combination of verbal forms 
that form one predication (Garachana, 2017, p. 49). Garachana provides the following examples 
to help identify a verbal periphrasis. For instance, ponerse a leer is a verbal periphrasis as this 
construction forms only one predication that indicates the beginning of a new action, and the 
meaning does not come from the sum of its parts. Instead, Me gustó hablar contigo ayer is not a 
periphrasis as this expression contains two predications, one represented by the verb gustar and 
the other represented by the verb hablar. In the field of heritage language, Potowski (2011) 
observed that HLLs have difficulties with instances of verbal periphrasis that contained the nexus 
‘a’ (see Appendix G for a list of this type of periphrasis in Spanish). They often omitted the “a” in 
verbal periphrasis with infinitives, following the structure verb + infinitive in two contexts: a) when 
the finite verb ends in ‘a’ and b) when the infinitive starts with ‘a’. In both cases, it is possible that 
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HLLs, who most often acquire their first language at home by listening to their parents speak the 
language, might not distinguish the vowel sound which is barely perceptible in rapid speech. Then, 
they tend to omit this letter in their writing. Here are some examples from Potowski (2011, p. 68).   
(a) Mi hermano va Øver una película. / Mi hermano va a ver una película. 
(b) Los actores iban Ø hablar con el director / Los actores iban a hablar con el director. 
 Instruction provided on this grammar point (Potowski, 2011, pp. 67-68) consisted of a brief 
explanation of the form with some examples. After the explanation, students completed two 
activities. In the first activity, they were provided with sentences such as the following: 
(a) Mi hermano va a ver una película.  
(b) Los actores iban a hablar con el director. 
The students had to identify possible reasons for forgetting to use the nexus ‘a’ by circling either 
the last letter of the finite verb or the first sound of the infinitive.  
In the second activity, they were provided with some sentences in English such as the 
following: 
(a) That group is going to vote on a name. 
(b) In high school, she began to accept her Mexican-American identity. 
Some of the sentences contained the target form and others did not. The students were asked to 
translate the sentences to Spanish. 
 In addition to the in-class activities, students wrote two one-page long essays per unit in 
the form of letters to the author of a reading (eight letters in total over the course). The first draft 
of each letter was exchanged with another classmate for peer feedback. Once students made the 
corresponding improvements to their letters, they turned them in to the instructor who assessed 
their writing using a grading rubric provided in the book appendix (p.309). According to this 
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rubric, the total grade was divided into three categories: content (50%), organization (25%), and 
grammar and use (25%). That is, although grammar was not the main focus of the course, it was a 
significant part of it since 25% of the total grade was assigned to correct use of the grammar 
features reviewed in the unit. Lastly, since all 8 letters produced by students over the course were 
evaluated using the same grading rubric, it can be assumed that students were expected to decrease 
the number and type of errors as they moved forward in the course after receiving explicit 
instruction on the target grammatical features. 
5.3.1.2. Use of informal language 
 Informal language use refers to the presence of elements transferred from English into 
Spanish or morphological adaptations (English words, loans, calques, semantic extensions, 
creations), and colloquial expressions or slang (órale, nomás, haiga, etc.).   
 Instruction consisted of having the students read the text: ¿Traje de baño o traje con 
corbata?: respetar el “Spanglish” en las clases de español (Potowski, 2011, pp. 102-106) about 
some linguistic consequences of language contact including code switching, loans, semantic 
extensions, and calques. The text is divided into two main parts, and each part contains some 
activities embedded within the text. In the first part, the author defines each of the phenomena and 
provides examples. At the end of this part, the students are asked to identify each of the phenomena 
in a series of sentences. For instance: 
(a) Estoy muy cansada de trabajar, voy a tomar un breik. 
cambio de código  préstamo extensión  calco  
(b) Me tengo que ir pero te llamo para atrás. 
cambio de código  préstamo extensión  calco  
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In the second part, the author describes the use of borrowed words to name new cultural 
concepts (e.g., daycare, principal). She mentions additional characteristics of language contact 
such as the simplification of the verbal system and describes how the heritage language is lost 
across generations. In order to make students aware of the use of informal versus formal language, 
Potowski (2011) employs a metaphor that consists of asking the type of clothes that are more 
appropriate to wear either at the beach or at a wedding. For instance, wearing a shirt and a tie at 
the beach or shorts and sandals at a wedding is not incorrect, but inappropriate for the occasion 
and place. Likewise, Potowski emphasizes that words such as haiga and haya are not incorrect, 
but that their use is more appropriate in a particular context. For instance, the word haiga, although 
appropriate in an informal conversation with family and friends, would be inappropriate for an 
academic essay or formal speech. Lastly, the author suggests that students should learn to 
appreciate their own language and explore critically why some features are considered prestigious 
while others are stigmatized.       
 After reading the second section of the text, students answer some comprehension 
questions about the content of the reading. After that, the students are asked to complete a chart 
evaluating previous sections of the text using a 3-point scale with 3=muy bien, 2=bien, and 1=no 
muy bien, and write comments or suggestions to improve the text.  
  At the end of the text, students complete two additional activities. The first activity 
requires students to read some sentences containing the four phenomena reviewed in the text, they 
have to identify the phenomenon used in each sentence by selecting the correct choice and then 
rewrite the sentences in a more formal manner. Here are some examples: 
1. Mañana van a (a) inspectar la casa que compré con la ayuda de mi agente de (b) rilestait 
a.         cambio de código préstamo extensión  calco 
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b.         cambio de código préstamo extensión  calco 
2.  No creo que llegue (a) en tiempo, (b) but I’ll wait a few more minutes. 
a.         cambio de código préstamo extensión  calco 
b.         cambio de código préstamo extensión  calco 
 The second activity, (p. 109) provides some sentences written informally for students to 
write them in a formal manner either by using their own knowledge, by asking someone in their 
family or by consulting an online dictionary. Here are some examples: 
1. Esta máquina está fuera de orden. 
2. Te introduzco a mi primo. 
5.3.1.3. Use of gerund vs infinitive 
After noting that HLLs use the gerund in some contexts where the infinitive is the more 
appropriate form, Potowski and Prieto-Mendoza (in progress, cited in Escobar & Potowski, 2015) 
investigated the degree of acceptance of the uses of gerund and infinitive in six different contexts. 
These contexts were: (1) Subject of the main clause without an  object (Correr/Corriendo una 
milla diaria es excelente para bajar de peso ǀ To run/Running a mile every day is excellent to reduce 
weight); (2) Subject of the main clause with an  object (Comer/Comiendo pescado es saludable ǀ 
To eat/Eating fish is healthy); (3) Subject of the subordinate clause with a direct object (Mis 
amigos creen que estudiar/estudiando otro idioma agiliza la mente ǀ My friends believe that to 
study/studying another language sharpens the mind); (4) Subject of the subordinate clause without 
a  direct object (Mi hermano prefiere comer/comiendo con cuchara ǀ My brother prefers to 
eat/eating with a spoon); (5) Object of preposition (Necesito patines nuevos para 
patinar/patinando ǀ I need new skates to skate/skating); (6) Attribute (Su objetivo es 
llegar/llegando ǀ Her objective is to arrive/arriving). Potowski and Prieto-Mendoza presented four 
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sentences with gerunds and four sentences with infinitives from each of the six contexts to 130 
high school English-Spanish bilingual students. These students were given a 5-point scale to 
indicate their level of preference, being 1=totally incorrect, to 5=totally correct. Potowski and 
Prieto-Mendoza found that HLLs were more accepting of the use of gerund in the contexts where 
it functioned as either the subject of a main clause (1 and 2) or of a subordinate clause (3). On the 
other hand, HLLs were more accepting of the use of the infinitive where it functioned as the subject 
of a subordinate clause without an object (4), as an object of a preposition (5), or as an attribute 
(6). The authors concluded that more studies with oral and written data were needed to confirm 
the uses of these two forms. The authors found that HLLs differed from monolinguals most in 
functions 1, 2, and 3, preferring the gerund rather than infinitive,  so the activities provided in 
Potowski’s (2011) book targeted the use of the gerund as the subject of a main or subordinate 
clause in English and in Spanish and are described below.  
 Instruction on the use of the gerund as the subject of either a main clause or a subordinate 
clause in English and in Spanish (Potowski, 2011, pp. 149-150) consisted of a three-step 
explanation. First, students were provided with a chart with examples of verbs in the gerund and 
infinitive forms to observe and compare how the gerund is formed in both English and in Spanish.  
For instance: 
infinitivo gerundio, español gerundio, inglés 
comer comiendo eating 
 
Then, the students were asked to provide two more examples to add to the chart. Second, they 
were provided with a second chart to observe that in some cases, the gerund is used in the same 
circumstances in Spanish as in English. For instance: 
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Sujeto verbo auxiliar gerundio lo demás 









Then, students are asked to select which element comes immediately before the gerund (a 
noun, an auxiliary verb, a preposition) to deduce the rule for gerund use in both English and in 
Spanish and to notice their similarities. Third, in order to help students notice how the gerund 
differs from the infinitive in English and in Spanish when functioning as the subject of either a 
main or subordinate clause, students were provided with a chart like the one below. 
El inglés usa el gerundio El español usa el infinitivo, no el gerundio 
Working 14 hours a day damaged  
her lungs. 
Trabajar 14 horas diarias le dañó los pulmones. 
Trabajando 14 horas diarias le dañó los 
pulmones. 
She felt that joining a union was  
her only option. 
Sintió que unirse al sindicato era su única opción. 
Sintió que uniendose al sindicato era su única 
opción. 
 
Then, students were given a rule to test whether the infinitive form works as a subject in 
Spanish. This rule basically consisted of adding the article ‘el’ before the verb. For instance: 
Trabajar 14 horas diarias = El trabajar 14 horas diarias…le dañó los pulmones. 
 After the explanation, the students completed two activities. In the first activity, the 
students were provided with sentences that required either the gerund or the infinitive, so they had 
to select the correct choice. Here are some examples from Potowski (2011, p. 150): 
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1. La empresa alega que      cumplir       cumpliendo…con esaley no es necesario. 
2. No es aconsejable decidir sin…    hablar      hablando…con un médico. 
In the second activity, the students were provided with English sentences containing a verb in the 
gerund form, and they were asked to translate them into Spanish, using the gerund or infinitive as 
appropriate. Here are some examples from Potowski (2011, p. 150): 
1. It’s difficult living in the United States and trying to maintain Spanish. 
2. She believes that fighting for equal pay is important. 
5.3.1.4. Gender marking 
 In general, there are two types of gender marking in Spanish: canonical and non-canonical 
(Harris, 1991). The canonical gender marking includes those masculine nouns that typically end 
in ‘o’ (e.g., ‘libr-o’ / book) and feminine nouns that typically end in ‘a’ (e.g., ‘sill-a’ / chair), 
whereas non-canonical gender marking includes those nouns that end in the opposite vowel, in ‘e’ 
or in a consonant (e.g., ‘problem-a’ / problem, ‘puent-e’ / bridge, and ‘corazón’ / heart,  are 
masculine, while ‘man-o’ / hand, ‘fuent-e’ / fountain, and ‘canción’ / song, are feminine). Montrul, 
de la Fuente, Davidson, and Foote (2012) distinguished three possible type of gender errors: gender 
assignment, gender agreement, and ambiguous errors. Some examples are shown below (Montrul 
et al., 2013). 
Example Type Source 
a. La casa blanca Target (‘the-fem. house-fem. white-fem.’) 
b. El casa blanco Assignment (‘the-masc. house-fem. white-*masc.’) 
c. La casa blanco Agreement (‘the-fem. house-fem. white-*masc.’) 




An error of gender assignment is lexical and occurs when nouns are classified inaccurately as 
masculine or feminine (b). An error of gender agreement is syntactic and occurs when the 
determiner and the noun match but the adjective does not. Lastly, an ambiguous error is one where 
the noun and the adjective match, but the determiner and the adjective do not. In this study, I 
adopted Pérez-Nuñez’ (2015, pp. 53-54) coding scheme: 
1. If a learner produced the phrase la casa, it was coded as correct gender marking, as 
the noun (casa) was assigned the correct gender (i.e., el). 
2. If a learner produced the phrase *el casa, it was coded as incorrect gender 
assignment, as the gender assigned to the noun (casa) was incorrect (i.e., el). 
3. If a learner produced the phrase la casa blanca, it was coded as correct gender 
agreement as the adjective (blanca) agreed with the noun (i.e., casa). 
4. If a learner produced the phrase *la casa blanco, it was coded as incorrect gender 
agreement as the adjective (blanco) and the noun (i.e., casa) do not match. 
5. If a learner produced the phrase *el casa blanca, it was coded as ambiguous as the noun 
and the adjective match, but the determiner and the noun do not. 
5.4. Method 
The present study followed guidelines from the field of L2 writing (Bitchener, 2008; Ferris, 
2004) for conducting a well-design study focusing on error correction after receiving instruction. 
That is, the present study incorporated a control group so that the error ratios could be compared 
with those of the instructed group. Since a fundamental question in classroom instruction research 
is whether learners receiving instruction make larger or faster gains than those who do not receive 
instruction (Bowles, 2018, p. 337), adding a control group in a longitudinal design facilitates 
drawing further conclusions about grammar correction. Following previous studies in L2 writing 
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that investigated the effects of corrective feedback on 15 or more different error categories (see 
Bitchener, 2008 for a review), the present study counted all the errors in the pretest and posttest to 
examine the effects of instruction. Additionally, assuming that “different domains of linguistic 
knowledge are acquired in different ways” (Schwartz, 1993; Truscott, 1999, cited in Bitchener, 
2008, p. 108), only four error categories were further analyzed. Although it is best to include a 
pretest, posttest, and a delayed posttest when measuring improvement (Bowles, 2018), this study 
only analyzed written production at the beginning and end of the course, but not beyond. Lastly, 
in order for the text comparisons to be valid, the participants wrote argumentative essays at the 
onset and at the end of the study. These texts were part of the course taken by the instructed group. 
The research questions that guided this study were the following: 
RQ1. Does instruction have an effect on the reduction of HLLs’ written errors over a 
semester? 
RQ2.Are there any significant differences in the use of “a” in verbal periphrasis between 
the control and the instructed groups over a semester?  
RQ3. Are there any significant differences in the use of infinitive versus gerund between 
the control and the instructed groups over a semester?  
RQ4. Are there any significant differences in the use of formal Spanish between the control 
and the instructed groups over a semester? 
RQ5. Are there any significant differences in the use of gender agreement between the 
control and the instructed groups over a semester? 
5.4.1. Participants 
The participants were the same students from study 2. The instructed group (n = 33) was 
comprised of 16 males and 17 females, between 18-23 years of age (M = 20, SD = 1.44). The 
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control group (n = 32) was comprised of 13 males and 19 females, between 18-23 years of age (M 
= 20, SD = 1.0), and none of them were taking any Spanish class at the time of the investigation. 
An independent samples t-test revealed no statistically significant difference between the two 
groups in terms of age t(63) = 1.13, p = 0.13. 
5.5. Procedure 
Accuracy, ‘‘the ability to be free from errors while using language’’ (Wolfe-Quintero, et 
al., 1998, p.33), was scored by counting the number of error-free words with respect to the total 
number of words in each text. The identification of errors was performed using guidelines designed 
(see Appendix F) based on previous guidelines (Fernández, 1997; Polio & Shea, 2014). In general, 
two error counts were performed. The first consisted of counting all the errors found in the texts 
produced by the participants excluding English words. The second consisted of counting and 
classifying four specific types of errors including English words since English use is a strategy 
used by HLLs when they do not know or do not remember a particular word or expression in the 
HL. Further details are provided in the next sections. 
5.5.1. Scoring procedure 
5.5.1.1. Total errors 
 An error count was performed using the following steps: 1. All the errors were identified. 
2. The errors were exhaustively, manually coded by the researcher following the guidelines for 
coding errors elaborated for this study. 3. Additionally, a total of thirteen letters (10% of the total 
sample) were randomly selected and an experienced linguist did an inter-rater reliability check 
achieving a rate of 96.5% of agreement. 4. Accuracy was measured as the total number of error-
free words divided by the total number of words in the text multiplied by 100. Thus, the larger the 
percentage, the more accurate the text. 5. Spelling, accents, punctuation, and capitalization errors 
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were not counted (Bardovi-Harlig, 1989; Casanave, 1994; Polio, 1997) because in the case of 
HLLs, it is generally assumed that they did not acquire spelling and orthography rules early at 
school, so counting these errors would unnecessarily inflate error counts.   
The errors analyzed in the present study and included in the guidelines were chosen based 
on the errors found in the texts written by the participants (see Appendix F for examples of each 
type of error). Two main types of errors were included in the analysis: lexical and grammatical. 
Lexical errors included the following: 1. Register (R), 2. Formal proximity (i.e. the use of ‘seño’ 
rather than ‘sueño’) (SS), 3. Unknown word (UW), 4. Wrong category (WC), 5. English word (E), 
6. Extension (C), 7. Loan (L), 8. Creation (I), 9.Calque (CAL), 10. Words (extra, missing, or 
incorrect choice), 11. Pero vs sino (PS), 12. Word order (WO), 13. Ser vs estar (SE),  and 14. Ser 
vs hacer vs haber (HH). The grammatical errors included the following: 15. Gender agreement 
(GA), 16. Number agreement (NA), 17. Subject-verb agreement (VA), 18. Article issue (AI), 19. 
Verb tense (T), 20. Verb aspect (A), 21. Verb mood (M), 22. Verb morphology (VM), 23. Gerund 
vs infinitive (GI), 24. Preposition issue (PRE), 25.Pero vs para (PP), and 26. Complementizer. 
5.5.1.2. Specific errors 
After counting the total number of error-free words in relation to the total number of words 
in the texts, a more detailed examination was performed, focusing only on the four target 
structures: verbal periphrasis with the nexus ‘a’, the use of infinitive and gerund verb forms, 
informal language use (register, English words, semantic extensions, loans, calques, and 
creations), and gender agreement. Obligatory uses of the targeted forms were identified by the 
researcher, and an experienced linguist did an inter-rater reliability check. A total of 12 randomly 
selected letters (9.2% of the total sample) were checked achieving a rate of agreement of 100% for 
verbal periphrasis with the nexus ‘a’, 100% for the use of infinitives and gerunds, 97.6% for 
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informal language use, and 98.2% for gender agreement. Overall, the percentage of agreement 
between the two raters was high, suggesting that error coding for these categories was low-
inference. All cases of disagreement were discussed between the two raters until 100% of 
agreement was achieved. Accuracy was calculated as a percentage of the correct usage for each 
text given the number of obligatory instances from each text (Bitchener, 2008). For instance, if in 
a text there were ten obligatory instances of gender agreement, and only 2 were correct, the 
accuracy would be 20%. 
For the use of ‘a’ in verbal periphrasis, the number of obligatory instances were counted, 
those instances of verbal periphrasis containing the nexus ‘a’ were considered correct, and those 
instances of periphrasis without the nexus ‘a’ (e.g. voy ø ver mi familia) or with a different nexus 
(e.g. comienzan de huir) were considered incorrect. Although the structure “ayudar + a + verb in 
infinitive” (e.g. va a ayudar) is not considered a verbal periphrasis according to the tests suggested 
by Torrego (1988), it was included in the analysis because this structure was covered in the 
instruction received by the instructed group on verbal periphrasis. Informal uses were identified, 
and all instances of informal register, borrowings, semantic extensions, calques, and creations were 
counted in the first letter and compared to the number of instances in the second letter of each 
group. Regarding the use of the gerund versus the infinitive, verbs in the infinitive and gerund 
forms were identified in all the texts and classified according to the six contexts investigated by 
Potowski and Prieto-Mendoza (in progress). Then, each of the contexts were marked as either 
correct or incorrect. Lastly, the accuracy was calculated as the percentage of those correct uses out 
of the total obligatory uses per group in the pretest and posttest. Likewise, for gender agreement, 
correct instances were compared to the total number of obligatory occurrences in each text in the 




5.6.1. Total errors 
Pretest data were obtained for both the control and the instructed groups and are reported 
in Table 5.1 A Shapiro-Wilks test was performed to check for normality and showed that the data 
were not normally distributed (p = .000). Therefore, a non-parametric test was selected to test the 
difference between the two groups on the pretest.  
Table 5.1 Descriptive statistics at the pretest for both the control and the instructed groups. 
Group Mean SD 
Control 92.8 3.9 
Instructed 91.2 5.4 
 
An Independent-samples Mann-Whitney U Test was performed, and the results are 
reported in Table 5.2. On average, the number of error-free words per total number of words 
produced by the control group (Mean Rank = 36.02, n = 32) was not statistically different from 
that of the instructed group (Mean Rank = 30.08, n = 33), U = 431.5, z = -1.266, p = .205, two 
tailed, r = .15 at the onset of the study. This result showed that both groups were similar in terms 
of the total number of errors at the onset of the study. 
Table 5.2 Total error-free words/total number of words x 100 of both groups at the pretest. 
Group Mean Rank Mann-Whitney U Test 
Control 36.02  
p = .205 Instructed 30.08 
  
In order to determine whether there was a higher reduction in the number of errors in both 
the control and the instructed groups at the end of the study, the difference between the results of 
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the pretest and posttest was calculated. From that difference, the number and percentage of students 
who either improved, became less accurate, or did not change was determined and is included in 
Table 5.3. 
Table 5.3 Pretest-posttest percentage values of students who improved, became less accurate, or 
did not change in accuracy. 
Group Result Number Percentage* 
Control (n=32) Improved 22 68.75 
Less accurate 10 31.25 
Did not change 0 0 
Instructed (n=33) Improved 23 70 
Less accurate 10 30 
Did not change 0 0 
*The percentages were rounded off. 
Another independent-samples Mann-Whitney U Test was performed to determine whether 
there was a statistically significant difference between the two groups. The results revealed that 
the difference in the number of errors per total number of words from the pretest to the posttest 
produced by the control group (Mean Rank = 32.81, n = 32) was not statistically different from 
that of the instructed group (Mean Rank = 33.18, n = 33), U = 522, z = -.079, p = .937, two tailed, 
r = .009. This result, considering that both groups were similar in terms of the number of errors 
per number of words at the pretest, suggests that instruction did not make a difference in HLLs’ 
grammar correction after one semester. That is, the instructed group, despite having received 
explicit instruction on certain problematic features, did not show a decline in the total number of 
errors after one semester compared to their peers in the control group. 
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A further analysis of all types of errors was performed to find those errors that were more 
stable and those that showed some change after instruction. An independent samples t-test was 
performed on the normally distributed data, and the t-value is provided, whereas an independent-
samples Mann-Whitney U Test was performed on the data not normally distributed, and the z-
value is provided in Table 5.4. A positive difference means that the group improved while a 
negative difference means that the group did not improve from the pretest to the posttest. 
Table 5.4 Pretest-posttest difference for different types of errors. 
Code Group Mean 
Difference 
SD z-value t-value 


























































































































































































*Group 0 represents the control group, group 1 represents the instructed group. 
**Significant value at p < .05  
The results in Table 5.4 show that both groups performed similarly and did not increase in 
the number of error-free words per total number of words from the time of pretest to the time of 
the posttest. The only significant difference was found in a decrease of the number of lexical loans. 
The control group, after one semester, used a significantly lower number of lexical loans compared 
to the instructed group. Overall, these outcomes support previous findings for learners of English 
(see Polio & Shea, 2014, for a review) in that one semester of instruction is not sufficient for 
students to improve their accuracy by decreasing the number of errors in their writing.  
5.6.2. Specific errors 
 In a second stage of this study, in order to analyze the effects of instruction further, four 
problematic grammatical structures were selected: verbal periphrasis with nexus ‘a’, the use of 
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infinitive and gerund verb forms, informal language use, and gender agreement (see guidelines for 
coding these errors in Appendix H).  
5.6.2.1. Use of ‘a’ in verbal periphrasis 
Regarding ‘a’ in verbal periphrasis, there are three possible options: 
A1. ‘a’ needed but missing (e.g. Voy Ø ayudar a mis padres en casa) 
A2. ‘a’ needed but another preposition was used: Usted puede comenzar de ayudar a los niños. 
A3. ‘a’ is present and correct: Voy a estudiar un doctorado. 
 Since the focus of explicit instruction was on making students aware of the use of ‘a’ in 
this type of verbal periphrasis and not on the correct use of prepositions (as in the case of A2), 
only A1 and A3 options were considered.  
On the pretest, the participants in the control group produced a total of 41 instances of 
verbal periphrasis that required the nexus ‘a’ compared to the participants in the instructed group 
who produced a total of 55 instances. Of the total number of instances, the control group produced 
14 incorrect instances (34.1%) with an average of 0.43 instances per text (SD=1.0) and 27 correct 
instances (65.8%) with an average of 0.84 instances per text (SD=1.6), compared to the instructed 
group that produced 22 incorrect instances (40%) with an average of 0.67 (SD=0.78) and 33 correct 
instances (60%) with an average of 1 per text (SD=1.66).  
 In terms of frequency, the control group produced more instances of correct verbal 
periphrasis (65.8%) than of incorrect instances (34.1%). Similarly, the instructed group produced 
a more instances of correct verbal periphrasis (60%) than incorrect instances (40%). This result 
indicates that both groups had similar difficulties with the use of ‘a’ in verbal periphrasis at the 
onset of the study.  
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 Accuracy was reported as the percentage of correct usage (A3) in relation to the total 
obligatory instances (A1+A3) per each group on the pretest and posttest. Therefore, those 
participants who did not use the target grammatical form in one or both essays were not included 
in the statistical analysis, leaving the final groups with 12 participants in the control group and 15 
participants in the instructed group. Group means and standard deviations were calculated for each 
group on the pretest and posttest and included in Table 5.5. 
Table 5.5 Mean accuracy by group with SD in parentheses. 
 Control (n=12) Instructed (n=15) 
 Pretest Posttest Pretest Posttest 
Accuracy  63.9 (41.3) 36.1 (44.5) 51.5 (42.1) 75.9 (36) 
 
 The data in Table 5.5 show a clear trend in accuracy. The instructed group increased the 
percentage of accuracy moving from a mean percentage of 51.5% in the pretest to 75.9% in the 
posttest while the control group decreased their accuracy passing from 63.9% to 36.1%. This result 
suggests that instruction has positive effects on the production of ‘a’ in verbal periphrasis. 
Further inferential statistics were performed to determine whether this difference was 
significant at the .05 level. Pretest data were compared to determine the comparability of the two 
groups. A Shapiro-Wilks test was performed to check for normality and showed that the data were 
not normally distributed (p = .0004) for the control group and (p = .0008) for the instructed group. 
Therefore, an independent-samples Mann-Whitney U Test was performed indicating that, on 
average, the accuracy (percentage of correct uses) of the control group (Mean Rank = 15.33, n = 
12) was not statistically different from that of the instructed group (Mean Rank = 12.93, n = 15), 
U = 74, z = -.81, p = .416, at the onset of the study.   
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 In order to determine whether there was a significant difference in accuracy at the end of 
the study, the difference between the results of the pretest and posttest was calculated for each 
participant. Another independent-samples Mann-Whitney U Test was performed revealing that the 
difference in accuracy on the pretest to the posttest produced by the control group (Mean Rank = 
10.63, n = 12) was statistically different from that of the instructed group (Mean Rank = 16.7, n = 
15), U = 49.5,z = -2.05, p = .04, two tailed, with a large effect size, r = 1.14. This result, considering 
that both groups were similar in terms of accuracy in the use of the nexus ‘a’ in verbal periphrasis 
on the pretest, suggests that instruction did make a difference in students’ ability to use this feature 
correctly in writing after one semester. That is, the instructed group, which received explicit 
instruction on the use of the nexus ‘a’ in verbal periphrasis, improved their accuracy after one 
semester compared to their peers in the control group who did not. Since HLLs form a very 
heterogeneous group, a further analysis was performed to determine the number and percentage of 
students who either improved, became less accurate or did not change. 
 The results in Table 5.6 show that a higher percentage of participants in the 
instructed group (33.3%) improved their accuracy in the use of ‘a’ in verbal periphrasis than in the 
control group (16.7%). Additionally, a lower number of participants in the instructed group 
decreased their accuracy (20%) than in the control group (50%). That is, improvement at the group 
level was the result of 5 students in the instructed group who improved over time compared to only 





Table 5.6 Pretest-posttest number and percentage of students by groups: those who improved, 
those who became less accurate, or those who did not change their accuracy in the use of ‘a’ 
verbal periphrasis. 
Group Result Number Percentage* 
Control (n = 12) Improved 2 16.7 
 Became less accurate 6 50 
 Did not change 4 33.3 
Instructed (n=15) Improved 5 33.3 
 Became less accurate 3 20 
 Did not change 7 46.7 
*The percentages were rounded off. 
5.6.2.2. Use of informal language 
Informal uses of language were identified in the first and second essays of both the control 
and the instructed groups. All instances of English words, informal register, loans, semantic 
extensions, calques, and creations, were counted and expressed as a percentage in relation to the 
total number of words written by each participant in each of the essays in order to standardize the 
results. For instance, a participant that wrote 272 words in the first essay and used 2 loans in that 
essay would have a resulting informal language percentage of .73% [(2/272)*100=0.73]. 
In terms of production on the pretest, the participants in the control group produced a total 
of 8038 words compared to the participants in the instructed group who produced a total of 9003 
words. The results in Table 5.7 show that the participants in the control group produced an average 
of 0.24% of instances of informal register per text (SD=0.42), 0.38% of English words(SD=1.0), 
0.05% of semantic extensions (SD=0.22), 0.24% of loans (SD=0.34), 0.11% of creations 
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(SD=0.26), and 0.03% of calques (SD=0.11), whereas the instructed group produced an average 
of 0.22% of instances of informal register (0.46) per text, 0.22% of English words (SD=0.47), 
0.12% of semantic extensions (SD=0.25), 0.09% of loans (SD=0.24), 0.2% of creations (SD=0.4), 
and 0.1% of calques (SD=0.18). In all cases, SD values were higher than the means indicating that 
there is a large amount of individual variability in each group.  
Table 5.7 Pretest mean percentage of informal uses per total words with SD in parentheses. 
 Control (n=32) Instructed (n=33) 
English  0.38 (1.0) 0.2 (0.5) 
Register 0.24 (0.42) 0.22 (0.46) 
Extension 0.05 (0.22) 0.12 (0.25) 
Loan 0.24 (0.34) 0.09 (0.24) 
Creation 0.11 (0.26) 0.20 (0.4) 
Calque 0.03 (0.11) 0.1 (0.18) 
 
In order to determine whether the two groups performed similarly  on the pretest in terms 
of the use of informal language categories, a Shapiro-Wilks test was performed to check for 
normality and showed that the data were not normally distributed (p = .000) for any of the 
categories (register, English words, loans, extensions, calques, creations). Therefore, a non-
parametric test was selected to test the difference between the two groups on the pretest for each 
variable. Multiple independent-samples Mann-Whitney U Tests were performed indicating no 
significant difference in the use of informal register by the control group (Mean Rank = 34.47, n 
= 32) and the instructed group (Mean Rank = 31.58, n=33), U = 481, z = -.754, p = .451; no 
significant difference in the use of English words by the control group (Mean Rank = 32.44, n = 
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32) and the instructed group (Mean Rank = 33.55, n=33), U = 519, z = -0.312, p = .755; no 
significant difference in the use of semantic extensions by the control group (Mean Rank = 30.45, 
n = 32) and the instructed group (Mean Rank = 35.47, n = 33), U = 446.5, z = -.312, p = .102; and 
no significant difference in the use of creations by the control group (Mean Rank = 31.91, n = 32) 
and the instructed group (Mean Rank = 34.06, n = 33), U = 493, z = -.639, p = .523. However, 
there was a significant difference in the use of loans by the control group (Mean Rank = 36.92, n 
= 32) and the instructed group (Mean Rank = 29.2, n = 33), U = 402.5, z = -2.049, p = .04; and a 
significant difference in the use of calques by the control group (Mean Rank = 29.63, n = 32) and 
the instructed group (Mean Rank = 36.27, n = 33), U = 420, z = -2.17, p = .03. These results 
indicate that the two groups produced a statistically similar number of instances of informal 
register, English words, semantic extensions, and creations, but differed significantly in the 
percentage of loans and calques, with the instructed group producing a higher percentage of these 
two lexical items.  Later, the two groups were compare in each of the categories to determine 
whether there was a significant difference between the pretest and the posttest. The results for each 
category of informal language use are summarized in Table 5.8. 
In order to determine whether there was a significant difference between the two groups, 
the difference between posttest and pretest results was calculated for each category. The difference 
for each group was then compared using multiple independent-samples Mann-Whitney U Tests. 
The results from Table 5.9 suggest that instruction did not have a positive impact on most of the 
categories of informal language use when writing a formal essay. The only significant difference 
found between the two groups was in terms of loans (see Figure 5.1). The control group decreased 
the mean percentage of loans per total number of words from 0.24% to only 0.04%, compared to 
their peers in the instructed group, who increased the percentage of loans per total number of words 
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from 0.09% to 0.12%. This result contradicted the hypothesis that the instructed group would 
reduce the use of informal language as a result of having received explicit instruction for one 
semester. 
Table 5.8 Pretest-posttest mean percentage of informal uses per total words with SD in 
parentheses. 
 Control (n=32) Instructed (n=33) 
 Pretest Posttest Pretest Posttest 
English  0.38 (1.0) 0.1 (0.5) 0.2 (0.5) 0.2 (0.4) 
Register 0.24 (0.42) 0.19 (0.29) 0.22 (0.46) 0.19 (0.45) 
Extension 0.05 (0.22) 0.11 (0.26) 0.12 (0.25) 0.11 (0.26) 
Loan 0.24 (0.34) 0.04 (0.10) 0.09 (0.24) 0.12 (0.22) 
Creation 0.11 (0.26) 0.05 (0.13) 0.20 (0.4) 0.17 (0.2) 
Calque 0.03 (0.11) 0.01 (0.06) 0.1 (0.18) 0.04 (0.1) 
 
Table 5.9 Between group comparisons from pretest to posttest 
Category Group Mean Rank z-value 
 
 






























*Group 0 represents the control group, group 1 represents the instructed group. 
**Significance value at p < .05  
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A further individual analysis was performed to look at these differences in more detail. The 
results in Table 5.10 show that 13 participants reduced the percentage of loans from pretest to 
posttest in the control group (40.6%) compared to only 5 participants in the instructed group 
(15.2%). If we consider that some students make the same mistakes from one essay to the next 
despite of having received instruction (Lalande, 1982), this result is not surprising. Actually, there 
are several possible explanation for this result. First, it is possible that loans, learned from previous-
generation speakers, have become such a part of the heritage language that it is hard for HLLs to 
admit new lexical entries despite their being considered more appropriate in writing. Second, the 
number of words that HLLs have borrowed from English is extensive and it would be difficult to 
compare two texts because a writer would rarely use the same words. Third, the number of loans 
used on average per group was too low–less than 1 loan on average per text–to draw further 
conclusions. For instance, the control group used 0.59 loans on average per text in the pretest and 
0.13 loans on average per text in the posttest, while the instructed group used 0.24 loan words on 
average per text in the pretest and 0.45 loans on average per text in the posttest. Fourth, it is 
common that HLLs resort to linguistic transfer as a strategy to reduce the need to remember 


































to write their letters within a controlled period of time, they may have chosen to use the easiest 
retrievable lexical items rather than spending time trying to search their lexicon. Lastly, HLLs are 
strongly influenced by their spoken discourse in their writing, and one semester may not have been 
enough for them to learn the corresponding formal items to substitute for their colloquial ones, 
which they had been using for many years.   
Table 5.10 Pretest-posttest number and percentage of students by group who increased, 
decreased, or did not change the number of loans. 
Group Result Number Percentage* 
Control (n = 32) Increased 3 9.4 
 Decreased 13 40.6 
 Did not change 16 50 
Instructed (n = 33) Increased 8 24.2 
 Decreased 5 15.2 
 Did not change 20 60.6 
*The percentages were rounded off. 
Given that the percentage of each of the elements transferred from English into Spanish 
was too low to conduct further statistical analysis in the previous quantitative analysis, a qualitative 
description of some of the lexical aspects produced by HLLs, along with examples, are included 
in this section. The examples are taken from the participants’ essays where CG = control group, 
IG = instructed group, 1 = first essay and 2 = second essay. For instance, 1CG indicates that the 
example was taken from the first essay produced by the control group. The examples are written 
as the participants wrote them without making any corrections. Each particular instance of 
informal language is bolded in the examples below. 
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 The first feature was the use of English words in HLLs’ written production. In these cases, 
the student either lacks knowledge of the target word in the heritage language, or the English word 
was simply faster to retrieve.  
(a) tienen benifisios que protejen su “employment”. 1CG 
they have benefits that protect their employment  
(b) esto no es nomas unhuman pero ridículo. 1CG 
This is not only inhuman but ridiculous.  
 Other lexical elements were loans, which are words from English that sound like Spanish 
(Potowski, 2011).  
(a) Tienes que ser suidano de los EU para qualificar por esos beneficios. 2CG 
You have to be US citizen to qualify for those benefits. 
(b) los inmigrantes no ayudan en pagar taxes al gobierno. 2CG 
Immigrants do not help to pay taxes to the government, 
In the first example, the word qualificar comes from the word qualify in English and has been 
morphologically adapted to Spanish through the addition of the Spanish infinitive suffix. The 
second word taxes is an English word that is used without being adapted to Spanish rules.Semantic 
extensions are words that already exist in Spanish but take on a different meaninin the US 
(Potowski, 2011). 
(a) Estas familias despues se van de su país buscando un trabajo para soportarlos. 1IG 
These families then leave their country looking for a job to support them. 
(b) Estoy escribiendo esta letra para ayudarte a entender la situación. 1CG  
I am writing this letter to help you understand the situation. 
The first word ‘soportar’ ≠ ‘to support’. In monolingual Spanish, ‘soportar’ means to 
tolerate, and ‘support’ is expressed as ‘apoyar’. There has been a semantic extension such that in 
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the US, ‘soportar’ has come to mean ‘apoyar”. In the second case, ‘letra’ ≠ ‘letter’. In monolingual 
Spanish ‘letra’ means ‘letter of the alphabet’, and ‘letter (in the sense of a missive)’ is expressed 
as ‘carta’. Again, there has been a semantic extension such that in the US, ‘letra’ has come to mean 
‘carta’. 
 Calques are literal translations of English phrases (Otheguy, García, & Fernández, 1989) 
that, according to Potowski (2011), always consist of more than one word. 
(a) En la otra mano, hay muchos beneficios que aportan los inmigrantes. 2IG 
On the other hand, there are many benefits that immigrants bring. 
(b) Nomas de migrar déjalo en mente cuando piensas de su plan.  1IG 
With just migrating keep it in mind when you think of your plan. 
In the first example, the student wrote ‘en la otra mano’, which is the literal translation of 
the English expression ‘on the other hand,’ an idiomatic expression that is used to introduce 
statements that describe two different or opposite ideas, people, etc. (Merriam Webster online). In 
monolingual Spanish, the same concept is expressed using ‘por otro lado.’ The second calque 
‘déjalo en mente’ is the literal translation of the English expression ‘keep it in mind’, which would 
be expressed in monolingual Spanish as ‘tenlo en cuenta’. Although the use of calques is 
infrequent, its shows how HLLs as bilinguals make use of resources in both languages. 
Creations are adaptations of L1 words to L2 morphological rules (Celaya & Torras, 2001 
cited in Agustín-Llach, 2015, p. 82) or the use of L1 roots with non-target like L1 affixes. Since 
this definition is similar to that used to describe loans, Fairclough and Belpoliti (2016) indicate 
that “the difference with loans is in the frequency and the degree of social integration and use 
among speech community” (p.187). They provide the words ‘biles’ and ‘endurar’ to clarify this 
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distinction. Biles (bills = ‘cuentas’) is widespread, while endurar (to endure = aguantar) is rare and 
part of the idiolect of an individual speaker rather than a community.  
(a) sus hijos tienen que vivir una vida que sus padres no quieran durar. 1IG 
their children have to live a life that their parents do not want to protect. 
(b) Primero, lo que puedes hacer es guardiar tu frontera. 1IG 
 
First, what you can do is to guard your border. 
In the first example, ‘durar’ ≠ ‘to endure’. In Spanish, ‘durar’ means ‘to last’, and ‘to 
endure’ is expressed as ‘aguantar’. This item is rare and used by only some speakers, so it is 
considered a lexical creation. In the second example, ‘guardiar’ ≠ ‘proteger’. This is a rare use of 
the word ‘guardiar’ that does not exist in Spanish, but is a modification of the English verb ‘to 
guard,’ which would be expressed as ‘proteger’ in Spanish.    
Lastly, HLLs include colloquial expressions or slang in their writing, indicating that they 
do not know the requirements of formal writing or that they might not know the formal equivalents 
of these particular informal words. 
(a) Necesitamos echarle ganas. 2CG 
We need to work hard.  
(b) Los Inmigrantes agarran trabajo que nadien mas quiere. 2IG 
Immigrants take the jobs nobody else wants. 
 These two examples show that HLLs use the lexical resources they have available. In this 
case, both examples were taken from the second essay. The first example was written by a 
participant in the control group, and the second was written by a participant in the instructed group. 
This demonstrates that either with or without instruction, some HLLs still use colloquial informal 
language when writing formal letters. The first example includes the expression ‘echarle ganas’, 
which is a colloquial expression meaning ‘working hard’. The second example includes the word 
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‘nadien’ which is an archaism –a word that was used by Spaniards in the colonial age (Escobar & 
Potowski, 2015, p. 77). 
 Overall, informal language use is infrequent but still occurs even after a semester of 
instruction. Perhaps with further instruction, learners would develop a richer formal vocabulary 
and be able to draw on it when writing formal texts, while still maintaining their informal register 
in appropriate situations. 
5.6.2.3. Use of gerund vs infinitive 
Three steps were followed to analyze the use of infinitive and gerund verb forms. First, all 
the instances of gerund and infinitive verb forms produced by all the participants in the first essay 
were identified. They were then coded according to the six contexts investigated by Potowski and 
Prieto-Mendoza in order to determine what form (gerund or infinitive) was used by HLLs in each 
of the six contexts. Second, all instances of gerund and infinitive verbs in the second essay were 
also identified and coded in the same manner. Lastly, all the instances of gerund and infinitive 
verb forms in both the first and second essays were marked as either correct or incorrect. The 
accuracy was then calculated as the percentage of correct instances of gerund or infinitive verb 
forms in relation to all the obligatory contexts and were reported by group. The results for both the 
control and the instructed group were compared to determine whether there was a difference in 
terms of grammatical correction as a result of instruction.   
Figure 5.2 shows the instances of infinitive and gerund verb forms produced by all the 
participants in the first essay in each of the six contexts. In all, the 85 participants wrote 500 total 
instances of gerund and infinitive in the first essay at the onset of the study. The results showed 
that HLLs used the infinitive 480 times (96%) and the gerund 20 times (4%) in the six specified 
contexts. Of the 480 times that HLLs used the infinitive, they made only 3 errors (.62%) compared 
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to the 15 errors (3.1%) made when they used the gerund. This confirms Potowski and Prieto-
Mendoza’s claim that the use of gerund is problematic for HLLs, whereas the infinitive is not. 
Figure 5.2 Distribution of infinitive and gerund verb forms across six contexts.  
 
*I1/G1=Subject of the main clause without an object. 
I2/G2 =Subject of the main clause with an object. 
I3/G3 =Subject of the subordinate clause with a direct object. 
I4/G4 = Subject of the subordinate clause without a direct object. 
I5/G5 = Object of preposition. 
I6/G6 = Attribute 
 
 
All the participants used the infinitive in all six contexts and the gerund in only four 
contexts. The participants used the infinitive correctly in 281 instances (58.5%) when it  functioned 
as the object of a preposition (e.g., los inmigrantes llegan a los EEUU para robar los trabajos); 
in 98 instances (20.4%) when it served as the subject of the subordinate clause with a direct object 
(e.g.,se necesita hacer una sugerencias); in 70 instances (14.6%) when it was the subject of the 
subordinate clause without a direct object (e.g., los inmigrantes latinoamericanos no quieren 
trabajar); in 16 instances (3.3%) when it was an attribute (e.g., el primer cosa que el gobierno de 
los estados Unidos debe que hacer es no deportar (a) nadie); in 7 instances (1.4%) when it served 


















































































con los trabajos); and in 5 instances (1%) when it functioned as the subject of the main clause 
without an object (e.g. Emigrar a los Estados Unidos suena ideal). Additionally, the participants 
used the infinitive incorrectly in only 3 instances, representing less than 1% of the total instances 
produced. This result indicates that the infinitive is not problematic for HLLs.  
On the other hand, the participants used the gerund far less than the infinitive. The 
participants used the gerund correctly in 5 cases (25%): 4 cases (20%) as the subject of a main 
clause with a direct object (e.g., Usando estas sugerencias va a ayudar a los inmigrantes mas); 
and in 1 case (5%) as the subject of a main clause without an object (e.g., pero odiando somos los 
mismos). Additionally, the participants used the gerund incorrectly in 15 cases (75%): 8 cases 
(40%) as the subject of a main clause with an object; 4 cases (20%) as the subject of a subordinate 
clause with a direct object (e.g., los inmigrantes florezcan a la economía (en) abriendo sus 
negocios); 2 cases (10%) as the subject of a main clause without an object; and in 1 case (5%) as 
an attribute.  
Overall, these results confirm previous findings (Potowski & Prieto-Mendoza) that HLLs 
accept the use of the infinitive in all six contexts. Regarding the gerund, Potowski and Prieto-
Mendoza’s HLLs accepted the use of the gerund in contexts where it functioned as the subject of 
the main clause or insubordinate clauses with direct objects, but not in the other three contexts. 
The present study found that HLLs used the gerund in the same three contexts, as well as in one 
additional context as an attribute. Most of the errors made by the HLLs occurred in these four 
contexts. In sum, the findings of the present study have confirmed that the usage patterns in written 
production align with Potowski and Prieto-Mendoza’s findings on acceptability judgment tasks.  
Subsequently, the control and the instructed groups were compared in terms of production 
of infinitive and gerund verb forms in the pretest, and changes in accuracy from the pretest to the 
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posttest. Accuracy was reported as the percentage of correct usage (number of correct uses of 
infinitive or gerund verb forms) in relation to the total obligatory instances (correct + incorrect 
uses of infinitive or gerund verb forms) per each group at the pretest and posttest. Since there was 
great individual variability in the data, participants who did not use the targeted grammatical form 
in one or both of the essays were not included in the statistical analysis. On this basis, 2 students 
from the control group and 1 student from the instructed group were not included. Group means 
and standard deviations were calculated for each group on the pretest and posttest and are included 
in Table 5.11. 
Table 5.11 Mean accuracy of the use of infinitive by group with SD in parentheses. 
 Control (n=30) Instructed (n=32) 
 Pretest Posttest Pretest Posttest 
Accuracy  99.2 (4.6) 97.8 (5.8) 99.4 (2.3) 97.9 (7.5) 
  
Pretest data were compared to determine the comparability of the two groups. A Shapiro-
Wilks test was performed to check for normality and showed that the data were not normally 
distributed (p = .000) for either group. Therefore, a non-parametric test was selected to test the 
difference between the two groups at the time of the pretest. An independent-samples Mann-
Whitney U Test was performed and indicated that on average, the accuracy (percentage of correct 
uses of infinitive) of the control group (Mean Rank = 31.9, n = 30) was not statistically different 
from that of the instructed group (Mean Rank = 31, n = 32), U = 467, z = -.49, p = .622, two tailed 
at the onset of the study.  Results in Table 5.12 show that both groups were similar in terms of 




Table 5.12 Accuracy of both groups on the pretest. 
Group Mean Rank Mann-Whitney U Test 
Control 31.9  
p = .622 Instructed 31 
  
In order to determine whether there was a change in accuracy in the use of infinitive 
between the groups, the difference between the results of the pretest and posttest was calculated 
for each participant. From that difference, the number and percentage of students who either 
improved, became less accurate or did not change was determined, and the results are included in 
Table 5.13. 
Table 5.13 Number and percentage of students by group who improved, became less accurate, 
or did not change their accuracy in the use of infinitive. 
Group Result Number Percentage* 
Control (n = 30) Improved 1 3.3 
 Became less accurate 5 16.7 
 Did not change 24 80 
Instructed (n = 32) Improved 2 6.2 
 Became less accurate 3 9.4 
 Did not change 27 84.4 
*The percentages were rounded off. 
Another independent-samples Mann-Whitney U Test was performed to determine whether 
the difference between the two groups was statistically significant. The Mann-Whitney U Test 
revealed that the difference in accuracy between the pretest to the posttest of the control group 
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(Mean Rank = 30.1, n = 30) was not statistically different from that of the instructed group (Mean 
Rank = 32.8, n = 32), U = 439, z = -.867, p = .386, two tailed. Considering that both groups were 
similar in terms of accuracy in the use of the infinitive on the pretest, this result suggests that 
instruction did not make any difference in grammar correction after one semester. This is 
unsurprising due to the fact that both groups were already highly accurate in the use of this feature 
at the onset of the study. Therefore, there was no need for further individual analysis. 
In relation to the gerund, analyzing accuracy improvement by group was difficult due to a 
number of different factors. First, there were a lot of individual differences. Not all the participants 
used the gerund in their essays, and those who did, did not use it in both essays making 
comparisons impossible to conduct. For instance, 20 participants in the control group (62.5%) and 
17 participants in the instructed group (51.5%) did not use any gerunds in either essay. Second, 
since those participants who did not use the targeted grammatical form in one or both essays were 
not included in the statistical analysis, very few participants from each group remained, 3 from the 
control group and 5 from the instructed group. Lastly, the number of instances of gerund produced 
by each group was very low, limiting further statistical analysis. Therefore, only descriptive 
statistics are provided in Table 5.14 for illustrative purposes.  
Table 5.14 Mean accuracy of the use of gerund by group with SD in parentheses. 
 Control (n = 3) Instructed (n = 5) 
 Pretest Posttest Pretest Posttest 
Accuracy  33.3 (57.7) 88.9 (19.2) 47 (49.2) 76.6 (32.5) 
 
In order to determine accuracy improvement for those individuals who used the gerund in 
both essays, the difference between the results at the pretest and posttest was calculated. From that 
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difference, the number and percentage of students who either improved, became less accurate, or 
did not change, were determined, and the results are given in Table 5.15. 
Table 5.15 Pretest-posttest number and percentage of students by group who improved, became 
less accurate, or did not change their accuracy in the use of gerund. 
Group Result Number Percentage* 
Control (n = 3) Improved 2 66.7 
 Became less accurate 0 0 
 Did not change 1 33.3 
Instructed (n = 5) Improved 3 60 
 Became less accurate 1 20 
 Did not change 1 20 
*The percentages were rounded off. 
 In sum, there is a clear trend in the use of the infinitive in the written production of both 
the control and the instructed groups. Both groups use it correctly in all six contexts analyzed most 
of the time, with only a few errors. Conversely, when using the gerund, HLLs committed more 
errors. That is, HLLs used the gerund in contexts where the infinitive is the correct option, which 
is probably due to the interference of English. The gerund in English behaves similarly to the 
infinitive in Spanish; it can act as either a subject or a complement (Rodríguez, 2008). However, 
accuracy improvement was difficult to determine due to individual differences. Only a few 
participants used the gerund in their essays, and those who did, did not use it in both essays making 
comparisons impossible to conduct. Due to individual variation, it is difficult to make any 
conclusions beyond those made for entire the group 
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A possible limitation of this analysis is that the task was not designed for the purpose of 
having participants produce the gerund form. That is, writing prompts allow students the flexibility 
to express their ideas using many different grammatical forms and therefore does not lead them to 
produce any one particular form. A controlled written production task could be a more effective 
tool to collect data at the onset of the study and later after the treatment although the authenticity 
of a free writing task would be lost.  
5.6.2.4. Gender marking 
 This section compares the accuracy development of the control and the instructed groups 
in the production of gender marking. All instances of gender marking were identified and classified 
as either gender assignment or gender agreement. The Figure 5.3 shows that both groups used a 
similar percentage of instances of gender assignment and gender agreement. 
Figure 5.3 Mean percentage of (correct and incorrect) gender marking by group.  
 
GA1=%correct gender assignment 
GA2=%incorrect gender assignment 
GA3=%correct gender agreement 



















Instructed (n=33) Control (n=32)
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The participants in the control group produced a total of 969 instances of gender assignment 
(78.9%) with an average of 30.3 instances per text (SD=10.7), compared to the participants in the 
instructed group that produced a total of 1150 instances of gender assignment (81.8%) with an 
average of 34.8 instances per text (SD=14.4). In addition, the participants in the control group 
produced a total of 177 instances of gender agreement (13.8%) with an average of 5.5 instances 
per text (SD=3.7), compared to the participants in the instructed group that produced a total of 162 
instances of gender agreement (11.6%) with an average of 4.9 instances per text (SD=2.6).  
 In terms of frequency, the control group produced a higher percentage of instances of 
gender assignment (78.9%) compared to the percentage of instances of gender agreement (13.8%). 
Similarly, the instructed group produced a higher percentage of instances of gender assignment 
(81.8%) compared to the percentage of instances of gender agreement (11.6%). These differences 
were not surprising given that gender assignment requires only two elements (determiner + noun) 
in a noun phrase whereas gender agreement is less frequent as it requires an additional attributive 
adjective attached to the noun (e.g., el auto moderno) or a predicative adjective attached to the 
noun by a linking verb  (e.g., el auto es moderno). 
 Regarding the errors in gender marking, the results in Figure 5.4 show that the participants 
in the control group produced a total of 56 gender assignment errors (5.3%), ranging from 0 to 13 
per text, with an average of 1.7 errors per text (SD=2.9), compared to their peers in the instructed 
group who produced a total of 66 gender assignment errors (4.5%), ranging from 0 to 10 per text, 
with an average of 2 errors per text (SD=2.5). Additionally, the participants in the control group 
produced a total of 7 gender agreement errors (0.5%), ranging from 0 to 2 per text, with an average 
of 0.2 errors per text (SD=0.5), while the participants in the instructed group produced a total of 
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20 gender agreement errors (1.3%), ranging from 0 to 3 per text, with an average of 0.6 errors per 
text (SD=0.8).  
In order to determine whether the two groups performed similarly on the pretest in terms 
of the percentage of gender assignment errors and gender agreement errors, first, a Shapiro-Wilks 
test was performed to check for normality. The test showed that the data were not normally 
distributed (p = .000), so independent-samples Mann-Whitney U Tests were performed. These 
tests indicated no significant difference in the percentage of gender assignment errors made by the 
control group (Mean Rank = 32.36, n = 32) and the instructed group (Mean Rank = 33.62, n=33), 
U = 507.5, z = -.280, p = .779; and a marginally significant difference in the percentage of errors 
of gender agreement made by the control group (Mean Rank = 29.27, n = 32) and the instructed 
group (Mean Rank = 36.62, n=33), U = 408, z = -1.988, p = .047. 
In order to determine whether there was a significant difference between the two groups in 
terms of accuracy improvement–expressed as a reduction of the percentage of errors from pretest 
to posttest–, the difference between the percentage of gender assignment errors on the pretest and 
posttest was calculated as well as the difference between the percentage of gender agreement errors 
on the pretest and posttest. Then, the difference for each type of error was compared using 
independent-samples Mann-Whitney U Tests.  
The results in Table 5.16 show that neither group improved their accuracy in the use of 
gender assignment or gender agreement over the course of the semester. This result is not 
surprising because none of the groups received explicit instruction on these grammatical forms. 
Additionally, considering that students used different nouns in the two essays, percent 
improvement only provides a general picture. One option for further research is to track changes 
on particular nouns to determine whether accuracy improvement occurs. For instance, Pérez-
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Nuñez (2015) provided students with written corrective feedback for 4 weeks and tracked 
particular nouns to see whether those nouns’ accuracy increased after treatment. After the 4 weeks, 
the author found that his HLL participants did not improve their accuracy in the use of gender 
marking. Overall, these results suggest that HLLs may require more than 4 weeks of corrective 
feedback to improve their accuracy and that a context without instruction does not help to improve 
accuracy in gender marking.  
Table 5.16 Mean differences of gender agreement between groups from pretest to posttest 
Gender marking  Group Mean Rank z-value P 










Group 0 represents the control group, group 1 represents the instructed group. 
**Significant value at p < .05 
A further analysis was performed to examine individual use of gender assignment, gender 
agreement, and the number and percentage of participants that either improved, became less 
accurate, or did not change over the course of the semester. As the results from Table 5.17 suggest, 
although there was not a significant difference in terms of accuracy development for either of the 
two groups, the analysis of individual performance from pretest to posttest revealed that a higher 
percentage of participants in the instructed group (45.4%) improved their accuracy in the use of 
gender assignment than in the control group (37.5%). Similarly, a higher percentage of participants 
in the instructed group (33.3%) improved their accuracy in the use of gender agreement than in 
the control group (15.6%). Given that both groups were comparable in terms of the percentage of 
errors of gender assignment and gender agreement committed on the pretest, these results suggest 
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that instruction may have provided opportunities for the instructed participants to encounter and 
use these forms on repeated occasions throughout the course. 
Table 5.17 Pretest-posttest number and percentage of students by group who improved, became 
less accurate, or did not change their accuracy in the use of gender assignment and gender 
agreement. 





Control (n=32) Improved 12 37.5 
 Became less accurate 7 21.9 
 Did not change 13 40.6 
Instructed (n=33) Improved 15 45.4 
 Became less accurate 11 33.3 




Control (n=32) Improved 5 15.6 
 Became less accurate 6 18.8 
 Did not change 21 65.6 
Instructed (n=33) Improved 11 33.3 
 Became less accurate 9 27.3 
 Did not change 13 39.4 
*The percentages were rounded off. 
5.7. Discussion 
 The present study investigated whether genre-based writing instruction for HLLs resulted 
in improved accuracy over the course of one semester. This study was divided into two parts. The 
first part investigated the effects of instruction on overall accuracy improvement measured as the 
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reduction of total errors. The second part investigated whether explicit instruction on four specific 
features resulted in improved accuracy on those feature in a new text written after a semester of 
instruction. Five research questions guided the study and are discussed below. 
RQ1. Does instruction have an effect on the reduction of HLLs’ errors over a semester? 
In the first part of the study, a total of 26 types of lexical and grammatical errors were 
identified and analyzed. The results show that explicit instruction provided over the course of a 
semester does not contribute to a significant reduction of the total number of errors produced by 
HLLs. This result is not surprising given that the instructed group received explicit instruction on 
only 6 particular features (use of “ha” vs “a”, use of “a” in verbal periphrasis, preterit vs 
subjunctive, informal language, definite articles, and the infinitive vs gerund).Additionally, the 
texts produced by the instructed group were graded using a rubric where accuracy was worth 25% 
of the total grade. That is, although the main goal of the course was to guide students toward the 
production of argumentative essays, accuracy improvement was expected, since it was a core 
component of the evaluation. Another factor to consider is time as it has been found that one 
semester may not be sufficient time for students to notice their errors and subsequently, make the 
appropriate corrections (Polio & Shea, 2014). Besides, since HLLs are a highly heterogeneous 
group, a better approach for investigating language improvement is to look at their individual 
practices. Therefore, further individual analyses of three types of errors that were explicitly taught 
and one type of error that is frequent, were carried out to investigate whether the instructed group 
would perform more accurately than a control group at the end of the course. 
RQ2. Are there any significant differences in the use of “a” in verbal periphrasis between 
the control and the instructed groups over a semester? 
150 
 
The results revealed that the instructed group significantly outperformed the control group 
by improving their accuracy in the use of ‘a’ in verbal periphrasis in their writing. This 
improvement consisted of adding the nexus, which was frequently omitted at the beginning of the 
study. Elision is a common phenomenon in native speakers’ oral production consisting of the 
omission of sounds when they are preceded or followed by similar sounds. For instance, the nexus 
‘a’ in verbal periphrasis with an infinitive (e.g., Vamos Ø hacer una fiesta rather than Vamos a 
hacer una fiesta) is often elided when the preceding conjugated verb ends in a vowel or the verb 
in the infinitive following ‘a’ starts with a vowel. Since HLLs commonly acquire their heritage 
language by listening to their parents’ speech, which is fast and requires immediate processing 
(Montrul, 2013), it is possible that HLLs face difficulties when processing this input. As Montrul 
(2013) points out, there is no differentiation between the beginning and end of a word in spoken 
language; rather the stimulus is perceived as a continuous acoustic wave without spaces between 
words (Montrul, 2013, p. 135). That is, it may be difficult for HLLs to segment and recognize all 
the words in the speech they hear. Conversely, written language is more permanent with 
graphemes and spaces between words (Montrul, 2013), giving HLLs more time to segment and 
process the input. On the other hand, the control group, which did not receive any explicit 
instruction, made no significant improvement in the accuracy of the use of this feature.  This 
suggests that accuracy improvement can be attributed to explicit instruction as it was effective in 
making students aware that the elided “a” sound in speech is required in writing. 
RQ3. Are there any significant differences in the use of infinitive versus gerund between 
the control and the instructed groups over a semester? 
The results showed that both groups use the infinitive accurately most of the time in the six 
contexts analyzed with few errors. This result indicates that this is not a problematic form for 
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HLLs.  Regarding the gerund, both groups committed more errors when using the gerund in 
contexts where the infinitive was required. In alignment with Potowski and Prieto-Mendoza’s 
study, HLLs used the gerund as the subject of a main clause with or without a direct object, as the 
subject of a subordinate clause with a direct object, and in one instance, as an attribute. This result 
confirms Potowski and Prieto-Mendoza’s claim that HLLs perceive some uses of the gerund as 
correct when the infinitive is in fact obligatory. Further comparisons between the pretest and 
posttest were not possible due to individual variation. Few participants used the gerund in their 
essays, and those who did, did not use it in both essays making comparisons impossible to conduct. 
These results suggest that free writing samples may not be the most appropriate source of data for 
analyzing improvement of grammatical forms like the gerund which is not frequently used in free 
writing.  
RQ4. Are there any significant differences in the use of informal language in Spanish 
between the control and the instructed groups over a semester? 
Six informal language features were selected: English words, loans, calques, semantic 
extensions, creations, and register. The results revealed no significant difference between the two 
groups in five of the features analyzed. The use of loan words was the exception. The percentage 
of loans use by the instructed group increased the posttest while the percentage of loans used by 
the control group decrease on the posttest. However, the difference was still very small considering 
that the instructed group produced an average composition of 353 words with only 0.45 loans per 
text (0.13%). Overall, the results suggest that one semester of explicit instruction did not encourage 
HLLs to reduce their use of informal language in their written production. That is, the text 
discussed in class about the use of formal or informal language according to the context and people 
addressed, as well as the extra activities provided (Potowski, 2011, pp. 102-109), did not impact 
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the way HLLs write in an academic context compared to a group that did not receive such 
instruction. Although informal language represented a small portion of what HLLs wrote, these 
usages may be more resistant to change and might require further instruction.  
RQ5. Are there any significant differences in the use of gender agreement between the 
control and the instructed groups over a semester? 
The results showed a non-significant difference between the two groups in terms of 
accuracy improvement in the use of gender assignment and gender agreement after a semester. 
This result is not surprising because none of the groups received explicit instruction on these 
grammatical forms. Moreover, in a previous study, Pérez-Nuñez (2015) provided written 
corrective feedback on gender marking for 4 weeks and did not find any accuracy improvement 
after the treatment. However, individual analysis revealed that a higher percentage of participants 
in the instructed group improved their accuracy in gender assignment and gender agreement 
(45.4% and 33.3% respectively) than in the control group (37.5% and 15.6% respectively). Since 
both groups were similar in terms of accuracy in gender marking at the pretest, the results confirm 
that, although it did not target gender marking, instruction might have contributed to accuracy 
improvement. It is possible that instruction, which required students to read and write in Spanish, 
might have provided repeated encounters with the target forms. However, this claim cannot be 








CHAPTER 6. STUDY 5 - HLL’s LINGUISTIC CONFIDENCE 
6.1. Introduction 
 The United States is historically a country made up of immigrants coming from a multitude 
of countries around the world. These immigrants have, throughout history, provided the US with 
a wide cultural and linguistic diversity that makes it a great nation. However, official policies that 
promote monolingualism and support English as the official language such as the English Only 
movement, have placed other languages at a disadvantage. These languages struggle to survive 
beyond the third or fourth generation (Fishman, 1966; Veltman, 1983) as a consequence of their 
speakers attending schools that promote rapid assimilation to the majority language and limit their 
heritage language to the family context. As Sánchez-Muñoz (2013) notes, instruction that 
reinforces power differences and subordinates identity and language, will unequivocally 
deteriorate the personal and group identity formation of heritage learners and cause them to 
abandon their own language. When children are considered deficient because they do not speak 
English but rather a heritage language that is socially devalued, they will show a lowered collective 
self-esteem and will perceive the majority language as a tool for success (Wright & Taylor, 1995). 
One way to reverse these negative effects is through the use of the heritage language for instruction 
that will, among other things, affirm the value of the heritage language and all its speakers (Wright 
& Taylor, 1995). Kondo-Brown (2003), based on a revision of previous research, holds that 
“language minority students who maintain their own culture, language, and distinct ethnic identity 
preserve strong pride in their heritage, sustain satisfying communication with their family, and are 
more likely to thrive in mainstream school and society” (p.3). Additionally, if education in the 
heritage language promotes development of linguistic confidence, it will also contribute to the 
maintenance of the heritage language and will create a positive effect on personal and collective 
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self-esteem (Duran-Cerda, 2008; Sánchez-Muñoz, 2013). The following section is a literature 
review of previous studies that have investigated the effects of instruction on heritage learners’ 
linguistic confidence, identity, and attitudes toward themselves, their language and their 
community.  
6.2. Literature review 
 Linguistic confidence has been defined in the field of L2 instruction as “a higher order 
variable encompassing both a lack of anxiety and positive self-ratings of L2 proficiency” (Bretxa, 
et al., 2016). According to Bretxa at al., this variable emerges as a relevant predictor of L2 
acquisition and use in a variety of settings. At the same time, linguistic confidence in the L2 may 
have an impact on L1 in long-term contact situations. For instance, Van Avermaet and Klatter-
Folmer (cited in Bretxa et al. 2016) found that immigrants with high linguistic confidence in their 
L2 chose to use the L2 to communicate with members of the dominant group as well as with L1 
group members. On the other hand, previous studies with heritage learners have shown that a high 
linguistic confidence in the heritage language can favor a higher tendency to use the heritage 
language with members of the heritage community (Ada & Zubizarreta, 2001; Durán-Cerda, 2008; 
Sánchez-Muñoz, 2013; Wright & Taylor, 1995). Other studies have found that instruction in the 
heritage language can enhance HLLs’ confidence in using the home language, can contribute to 
the improvement of their attitudes and behaviors toward and the perceptions of their home 
language and can promote their interest in improving their literacy skills (Colombi, 1995; 
Fuerverger, 1989; 1994; Lambert & Cazabon, 1994; Xidis, 1993). Additionally, other studies have 
found that reading books in the heritage language serves as a cultural bridge between the school 
and home creating a multicultural setting that in turn, helps students to improve their self-esteem, 
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develop pride in their home language, their language ability and their culture (Ada & Zubizarreta, 
2001; Feuerverger, 1994). Below, I present a brief description of these studies. 
Wright and Taylor (1995) investigated the effects of early education in the heritage 
language versus the effects of early education in English on children’s personal and collective self-
esteem. The participants were three groups of children in a subarctic community: Inuit, White, and 
mixed-heritage Inuit-White. Based on previous findings, Wright & Taylor (1995)’s main 
assumption was that “children who think highly of themselves stand a much better chance of being 
successful in school” (p. 242). Wright and Taylor describe self-esteem as an evaluation of the self 
with two main components: the personal identity (personal attributes, skills and experiences) and 
the social or collective identity (aspects that connect the individual with various memberships such 
as family, ethnic heritage, community or school).  The authors measured personal and collective 
self-esteem using photographs at the beginning and at the end of the school year. They measured 
personal self-esteem by the frequency with which the child selected his own picture in relation to 
positive attributes. Collective self-esteem was measured by the frequency with which the child 
selected a picture of the members of his ethnic group in relation to positive attributes. The findings 
showed that those children educated in their heritage language showed a substantial increase in 
their personal self-esteem compared to those children educated in English. In regard to collective 
self-esteem, children educated in their heritage language preferred Inuits as their friends, although 
the authors caution that simple contact in a classroom does not necessarily improve attitudes (p. 
249). In sum, the results support the positive effects of early heritage language education on 
personal and collective self-esteem.  
 Based on the assumption that “one of the best ways to help students learn is to help them 
develop a deep understanding and respect for who they are” (p. 229), Ada and Zubizarreta (2001) 
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explored how Latino parents view their children’s education and their own role in their children’s 
education using Ada’s previous 28 year study of Latino parents in the US. They found that despite 
teachers’ misinterpretations, Latino parents want their children to study and become professionals; 
they assume that their role at home is teaching their children cultural values such as respect, 
persistency, generosity, friendship and solidarity; and they want their children to retain their 
language and culture in order to communicate effectively with family and relatives. Ada and 
Zubizarreta suggest that in order to promote child-centered education, the curriculum has to honor 
family in the classroom by considering parents’ perspectives, experience, and history. Thus, they 
analyzed the outcomes of two projects, the aim of which was to connect parents, teachers and 
schools in order to benefit of children’s cognitive and language development. The two projects 
were the following: (a) bringing families into schools through the exchange of stories between the 
teacher and parents, and (b) having groups of parents meet to select children’s books that they 
would later read to their children at home and having the parents create a collective book with 
individual contributions from all the parents in the group. As a result of these experiences, children 
gained a higher sense of self-esteem and a higher appreciation of their parents’ hopes and values, 
while their parents gained a higher interest in reading books and expanded their contacts in the 
community. 
 Durán-Cerda (2008) investigated the personal and collective identity of 29 Spanish heritage 
language learners at the university level at the beginning of a course for heritage language learners. 
Among the instruments for collecting data, the author used a questionnaire that included open-
ended questions on language, culture, identity and self-assessment of Spanish proficiency. The 
author found that heritage learners do not feel capable of taking a course for heritage learners 
because they speak Spanglish, bad Spanish, slang, or pocho. They manifested a lack of confidence 
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and self-esteem when speaking Spanish in formal settings and felt afraid of not knowing the proper 
words for certain contexts. Durán-Cerda holds that it is imperative that HLLs be provided with the 
opportunity to learn their heritage language, strengthen their identity, and increase their self-
esteem so that they are able to assume professional and political roles and gain the respect their 
families and communities deserve.  
Sánchez-Muñoz (2013) investigated the effects of a heritage language course specially 
designed for Spanish heritage language learners on the linguistic confidence of 25 Spanish heritage 
learners at the university level. The main assumption of this research was that if heritage learners 
increase their linguistic confidence in Spanish, they will increase their personal and collective self-
esteem and will have a stronger possibility of maintaining their heritage language and more 
willingness to pass it on to future generations. The course provided practice of the four language 
skills: speaking, writing, listening and writing; exposure to linguistic concepts: syntax, grammar, 
morphology; a review of sociolinguistic concepts: language varieties, language maintenance, 
language loss, academic variety and bidialectalism; and connection with the community through 
assigned projects. The data were collected through two questionnaires: one at the beginning of the 
course and one at the end of the school year. The first questionnaire contained questions about the 
four linguistic skills rated on a 6-point Likert scale. The second questionnaire included a series of 
questions asking students whether or not their linguistic confidence in each of the skills had 
changed after taking the course. Sánchez-Muñoz found that at the end of the course, most of the 
students showed an improvement in all four skills and an increase in their linguistic confidence in 
relation to their confidence at the beginning of the course. Since linguistic uncertainty is one of 
the main reasons for abandoning the heritage language, an increase in linguistic confidence 
suggests an increase in personal and collective self-confidence. Lastly, Sánchez-Muñoz noted in 
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the first questionnaire that the productive skills (speaking and writing) were evaluated lower than 
the receptive skills (reading and listening), and that at the end of the study, the highest increase in 
linguistic confidence was in writing. 
Colombi’s (1995) study investigated the attitudes of 43 HLLs toward writing in Spanish 
using multiple tools including: a sociolinguistic questionnaire; a 5-point Likert scale survey; and 
individual and focal group interviews. Colombi found that HLLs had an integrative motivation 
toward Spanish as they related their heritage language with social and cultural values. Most of the 
participants preferred speaking to writing in Spanish due to their previous lack of instruction in 
this skill, but still considered themselves competent writers in Spanish and had a positive attitude 
toward Spanish in general. According to Colombi, the majority of the HLLs in the study enjoyed 
writing in Spanish and showed a desire to improve their writing at the university, while a minority 
stated that they had less positive attitudes toward their writing. The author suggested that 
instruction can influence HLLs’ attitudes and behaviors towards and their perceptions of their 
writing. 
 Lucy Tse (1998) claims that “relatively little effort has been devoted to examining the 
effects of heritage language development on affective factors, such as language attitudes and ethnic 
group opinions” (p.51). She provides a review of previous studies on the effects of heritage 
language programs on three main categories: HLLs’ attitudes, ethnic group attitudes, and students’ 
views of themselves. Regarding the first category, previous studies (Fuerverger, 1989; 1994; 
Lambert & Cazabon, 1994; Xidis, 1993) found that heritage language programs facilitated HLLs’ 
positive attitudes toward their home language, enhanced their confidence in using the language, 
and increased their interest in continuing to learn it. In regards to ethnic group attitudes, previous 
studies (Blake, Lambert, Sidoti, & Wolfe, 1981; Feuerverger, 1989; Garret, Griffiths, James, & 
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Scholfield, 1994; Geer, 1981; Lambert, Giles, & Picard, 1975; Lambert & Cazabon, 1994; Landry 
& Allard, 1991; Walker de Félix & Peña, 1992) found that HLLs in language learning programs 
have more positive perceptions of their own group, identify more strongly with their ethnic group, 
and show more appreciate for their heritage culture. They also developed more positive attitudes 
toward other ethnic groups and established more links of friendship among them and with other 
groups. Lastly, regarding the effect of heritage language instruction on HLLs’ perceptions of 
themselves, Fisher’s (1974) study found that Latina girls receiving instruction in the heritage 
language self-rated their self-concept higher than boys without instruction in the home language 
whose self-esteem was lower and who were involved inconstant fights. Feuerverger’s (1994) study 
showed that incorporating books written in the heritage language improved children’s self-esteem, 
they participated more in academic activities and developed more friendships. They also developed 
pride in their home language, their language ability and their culture. In addition, books functioned 
as a cultural bridge between the school and home creating a multicultural setting. Walker de Félix 
and Peña (1992) conducted a one-month travel abroad program where teachers were exposed to 
the heritage language and culture and found that even limited instruction in the heritage language 
positively affects HLLs’ self-evaluations. 
 In a more recent study, Beaudrie (2018) investigated the relationship between self-concept 
and language performance in terms of reading, writing, and spelling, in a study of 279 HLLs of 
Spanish from four different university courses. Results indicated that self-perceptions of 
competence and difficulty were positively related to HLLs’ performance in the three skills, and 
that self-perceptions of their spelling were also associated with writing. This study indicates that 
social psychological factors, such as self-concept, in addition to home support, are important for 
160 
 
language development and that instruction should not only focus on writing development but also 
on positive self-perception improvement. 
In sum, the previous studies suggest that heritage language education has positive effects 
on self-esteem and linguistic confidence. If this education includes teachers and parents working 
together and reading books in the heritage language, children may gain a higher self-esteem and 
better appreciation of their parents’ hopes and values. Regarding adult HLLs, courses specially 
designed for them can contribute to increased confidence, to improved productive skills and to 
increased interest in continuing to learn the heritage language. Lastly, higher linguistic confidence 
can favor a higher use of the heritage language with the community and can promote pride in the 
heritage language and culture. The present study, then, investigates whether a writing course 
specially designed for Spanish heritage language learners at the university level has a positive 
effect on the students’ linguistic confidence in their writing.  
6.3. The present study. 
There are several reasons for conducting research on linguistic confidence and its 
relationship with writing ability in the heritage language: 1. Students may reduce their level of 
commitment to writing in the home language when they perceive themselves as incompetent 
writers (Spalding, cited in Kear et al., 2000). 2. Previous studies have reported that students 
enrolled in a program in which they receive instruction in their heritage language show positive 
attitudes toward their home language (Fuerverger, 1989; 1994; Lambert & Cazabon, 1994; Xidis, 
1993). 3. So far, no study has investigated whether HLLs’ linguistic confidence improves after 
receiving instruction in a particular skill like writing. Therefore, the present study investigates 
whether genre-based writing instruction for HLLs of Spanish at the university level has an effect 
on their linguistic confidence in writing in the heritage language. The current study was conducted 
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with 20 instructed HLLs of Spanish at the university level who took a writing course for one 
semester. This study implemented a single-group pretest-posttest design using a survey to collect 
data from the participants at two different times–at the beginning of the semester and at the end of 
the course. The main goal of this study is to evaluate HLLs’ linguistic confidence in their writing 
after receiving instruction in their heritage language. Two research questions guided this 
investigation. 
RQ1. What is the HLLs’ linguistic confidence in writing in Spanish at the beginning of the 
course?  
RQ2. Is there any change in HLLS’ linguistic confidence at the end of one-semester 
instruction? 
6.4. Method 
The survey is a widely used tool for collecting large amounts of data, and can provide 
information about a multitude of areas of inquiry including behavior, attitudes, opinions, feelings, 
knowledge, and facts (Dörnyei & Taguchi, 2002). This data was collected using The Written 
Attitude Survey, designed to measure students’ attitudes toward their writing ability. This 
instrument has been tested with a national sample of 974 students from first to twelfth grade from 
regions around the US, obtaining a reliability of .88 (Kear, et al.). The original scale was slightly 
modified to be more appropriate for university-level students. The total score has four functions: 
(a) to provide an initial indicator of students’ linguistic confidence in their writing, (b) to give a 
pre- and post- measurement score of linguistic confidence in  writing, (c) to collect a linguistic 
confidence profile and, (d) to serve as a way to monitor the impact of an instructional writing 
program (Kear et al., p.14). The survey consists of 19, 5-point Likert scale questions all related to 




All participants in the instructed group (n=33) were sent the survey, but only 20 completed 
both online surveys. This subsample was included in the study. The group was comprised of 9 
males and 11 females between 18-25 years of age (M = 19.55, SD = 1.7). 
6.5. Procedure 
A subsample of 20 instructed HLLs completed the Written Attitude Survey online before 
receiving instruction and at the end of the course. Students were provided with a link to access the 
survey. Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which they felt confident about their 
writing skills in Spanish by rating 19 statements about their writing skills in Spanish on a scale of 
of 1 to 5 in which “1=very unconfident” and “5=very confident”. Their answers were collected 
using Survey Gizmo, and the results were expressed in terms of level of confidence; that is, those 
students above the medium point (3) were considered ‘confident’ while those below were 
considered ‘unconfident’. Additionally, in order to avoid order effects, the items in the second 
survey were randomly distributed. Below is an example of an item: 
Instructions: Please rate the following questions selecting the option that best describes your level 
of confidence in writing in Spanish.  
1. How would you feel writing a letter in Spanish to the author of a book you read? 
very unconfident         somewhat unconfident average        somewhat confident     very confident 
6.6. Results 
6.6.1. The pretest 
 Means and standard deviations for the HLLs’ linguistic confidence at the onset of the study 





Table 6.1 Pretest Mean linguistic confidence with SD. 
 
Pretest 
Questions M SD 
1. How would you feel writing a letter in Spanish to the author of a book you read? 2.5 1 
2. How would you feel writing in Spanish about something you have heard or seen? 3.2 1.1 
3. How would you feel writing a letter in Spanish to a store asking about something 
you might buy there? 
3.5 1.1 
4. How would you feel writing in Spanish to someone to change their opinion? 3 1.2 
5. How would you feel about writing a diary in Spanish? 3.4 1.1 
6. How would you feel writing poetry for fun in Spanish? 2.9 1.4 
7. How would you feel writing a letter in Spanish to a Spanish-speaking President? 2.5 1 
8. How would you feel writing a letter in Spanish to a Spanish-speaking friend? 3.2 1.2 
9. How would you feel if you were offered a job as a writer for a newspaper or 
magazine in Spanish? 
2 1 
10. How would you feel writing in Spanish about something you did in science? 2.4 1 
11. How would you feel writing in Spanish about something you did in social 
studies? 
2.7 1 
12. How would you feel about writing down in Spanish the important things your 
instructor says about a new topic? 
3.3 1.2 
13. How would you feel if your classmates talked to you about making your writing 
in Spanish better? 
3.4 0.9 
14. How would you feel writing an advertisement in Spanish for something 
Spanish-speaking people can buy? 
3 1 
15. How would you feel writing in Spanish about things that have happened in your 
life? 
3.3 1 
16. How would you feel about checking your writing in Spanish to make sure the 




Table 6.1 (cont.) 





18. How would you feel writing a long story or report in Spanish at school? 2.8 1.1 
19. How would you feel writing answers in Spanish to questions in science or 
social studies? 
2.6 1 
Note: 1=very unconfident to 5=very confident 
 
The data in Table 6.1 show that all participants reported levels of confidence between 2 
and 3.5 at the onset of the study. This result indicates that at the time of the pretest, all participants 
felt somewhat confident or neither confident nor unconfident in their writing in Spanish without 
actually reaching level 4, which according to the scale of the survey, was “somewhat confident”. 
That is, this result suggests that all participants had some previous knowledge about how to write 
in Spanish, but their confidence in their writing ability was not high, due perhaps to a lack of 
practice before entering the university. On the pretest, 42.1% of the participants situated their 
confidence in writing in Spanish between 2 and 2.9, while 57.9% of the participants rated their 
confidence between 3 and 3.5. The participants displayed a lack of confidence when writing a 
letter to the author of a book they read, writing poetry for fun, writing a letter to a Spanish-speaking 
president, writing for a newspaper or magazine, writing about something they did in Science or in 
Social Studies, and writing a long story or report at school. Interestingly, all these questions refer 
to the use of more formal writing than the other questions in the survey. In fact, the question that 
received the lowest score was question 9, which referred to the possibility of working as a writer 
for a magazine or newspaper which would require a high level of writing ability and the use of a 
formal register. 
On the other hand, the participants in the present study felt more confident when writing 
about something they had heard or seen, writing a letter to a store, writing to someone to change 
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their opinion, writing a diary, writing a letter to a Spanish-speaking friend, writing notes, writing 
an advertisement, writing about their lives, and sharing with a friend something they wrote in 
Spanish. Interestingly, the questions that received the highest scores were about writing a letter to 
a store asking about something they might buy there and writing a diary, which presumably require 
more informal writing.  
These results align with those found in a previous study conducted by Callahan (2013). 
Callahan interviewed 22 Spanish heritage speakers, 7 current and 15 former university students, 
to investigate their current and future purposes for writing in Spanish. She found that the frequency 
of the given answer was highest for more informal writing and decrease as the style of writing 
became more formal. All of the participants said that they used Spanish for written personal 
correspondence with friends and family. Some participants reported making occasional informal 
translations from English into Spanish with the assistance of more advanced writers.  Fewer of the 
current students mentioned writing academic essays at school and receiving frequent corrections 
from their teachers. Even fewer participants expressed a desire to work for a publishing company 
or as an independent writer in the future. And lastly, only two participants mentioned that they 
were ready to write for creative purposes such as writing plays, movie scripts, song lyrics, or 
poetry.    
6.6.2. The posttest 
 All of the 20 participants completed the same survey at the end of the semester in order to 
determine whether their levels of confidence toward writing in Spanish had changed after having 
received instruction. As Table 6.2 shows, there was a general increase in the level of confidence 
from the pretest to the posttest. On average, all the questions received a higher score on the posttest 
(M = 3.82, SD = 0.85) than on the pretest (M = 2.9, SD = 0.9), suggesting that the instruction 
166 
 
received over one semester positively affected their confidence in writing in the heritage language. 
Actually, the percentage of participants who rated their confidence above 3 increased from pretest 
to posttest, with 57.9% scoring between 3 and 3.9, and 42.1% scoring between 4 and 4.1 on the 
posttest. 
In order to obtain more accurate comparisons between the pretest and posttest, a series of 
paired-samples t-tests were performed after checking for normality using a Shapiro-Wilks test 
(p>.05 for all the data). As Table 6.2 shows, all the participants in the instructed group showed 
increase confidence in the ability to write in Spanish on all the questions. There was a significant 
difference between the pretest to posttest on most of the questions in the survey, except for question 
3, which received the highest score in the pretest and improved very little over time. In addition, 
question 16, regarding the level of confidence in knowing the correct spelling in Spanish reached 
marginal significance (p = .056) suggesting that instruction did not affect this feature much. This 
is not surprising because the instructors of the course did not teach spelling; rather, they asked 
their students to use Word’s Spell Checker.    
Table 6.2 Pretest-Posttest Mean linguistic confidence with SD. 
 
Pretest Posttest  
 
 
Questions M SD M SD T p d 
1. How would you feel writing a letter in 
Spanish to the author of a book you read? 
2.5 1 3.6 1.1 -4.47 ** 1 
2. How would you feel writing in Spanish 
about something you have heard or seen? 
3.2 1.1 4.1 1 -4.79 ** 1.07 
3. How would you feel writing a letter in 
Spanish to a store asking about something 
you might buy there? 
3.5 1.1 3.8 1 -1.37 0.18 .3 
4. How would you feel writing in Spanish to 
someone to change their opinion? 
3 1.2 3.9 0.9 -3.32 * .74 
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6. How would you feel writing poetry for fun 
in Spanish? 
2.9 1.4 3.6 1.2 -2.16 * 0.48 
7. How would you feel writing a letter in 
Spanish to a Spanish-speaking President? 
2.5 1 3.4 1.2 -3.44 * .77 
8. How would you feel writing a letter in 
Spanish to a Spanish-speaking friend? 
3.2 1.2 4 0.9 -3.84 * .86 
9. How would you feel if you were offered a 
job as a writer for a newspaper or magazine in 
Spanish? 
2 1 3.3 1.3 -3.38 * .75 
10. How would you feel writing in Spanish 
about something you did in science? 
2.4 1 3.4 1.1 -4.1 * .92 
11. How would you feel writing in Spanish 
about something you did in social studies? 
2.7 1 4.1 0.9 -5.71 ** 1.28 
12. How would you feel about writing down 
in Spanish the important things your 
instructor says about a new topic? 
3.3 1.2 3.8 1.2 -2.51 * .56 
13. How would you feel if your classmates 
talked to you about making your writing in 
Spanish better? 
3.4 0.9 4 0.9 -2.70 * .6 
14. How would you feel writing an 
advertisement in Spanish for something 
Spanish-speaking people can buy? 
3 1 3.7 1 -3.13 * .7 
15. How would you feel writing in Spanish 
about things that have happened in your life? 
3.3 1 4 0.9 -3.90 * .87 
16. How would you feel about checking your 
writing in Spanish to make sure the words 
you have written are spelled correctly? 
3.1 1.1 3.9 1 -2.03 0.056 .45 
17. How would you feel if your classmates 
read something you wrote in Spanish? 
3.1 1 4.1 1 -4.04 * .9 
18. How would you feel writing a long story 
or report in Spanish at school? 
2.8 1.1 4 1 -3.81 * .85 
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19. How would you feel writing answers in 
















Note:1=very unconfident to 5=very confident 
*Significant value at p < .05; **Significant value at p<.001 
 
As Figure 6.1 shows, all the questions in the survey obtained higher scores on the posttest 
than on the pretest. The participants showed their greatest increase in confidence when writing in 
Spanish about something they did in Social Studies (item 11), writing for a newspaper or magazine 
(item 9), writing a long story or report at school (item 18), writing a letter to the author of a book 
they read (item 1), and writing about something they did in Science (item 10). Interestingly, these 
same questions received the lowest scores on the pretest. This result suggests that the participants’ 
confidence increased in those types of writing in which they felt least confident before taking the 
course and that as a result of the instruction received, they felt more confident to write texts that 
require more formal writing. Although students in the course were not required to write in all of 
these situations, the focus of the course was centered on guiding students to produce argumentative 
texts in the form of letters to the authors of the texts they read in class, which is similar to item 18 
in the survey. Looking at this item, the results indicate a statistically significant increase in HLLs’ 
confidence with a large effect size (d=.85), suggesting that explicit instruction on the 
argumentative genre positively affected their confidence in writing in Spanish over one semester. 
Conversely, the participants showed the lowest increase in confidence when writing a letter in 
Spanish to a store asking about something they might buy there (item 3), when writing class notes 
(item 12), when receiving a suggestion from a classmate to improve their writing (item 13), when 
writing a diary (item 5), and when writing about things that have happened in their lives (item 15). 
Interestingly, these same questions received the highest scores on the pretest suggesting that the 
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participants’ confidence in performing these writing tasks was already high before taking the 
course. Nonetheless, the participants improved slightly their confidence in these areas as well. 
Figure 6.1 Pretest-Posttest percentages of confidence by question. 
 
 In order to identify whether all the participants improved their level of confidence from 
pretest to posttest, a further individual analysis was performed. As Figure 6.2 shows, 18 
participants (90%) showed an increase in their confidence compared to the only 2 (10%) 
participants whose confidence did not improve, but rather decreased a little after taking the course. 
The first participant’s level of confidence had decreased from 4.2 to 3.8 by the end of the course, 
rating her confidence to write for a newspaper or magazine in Spanish lower than she had 
previously, which, as has been mentioned before, requires more formal writing and therefore, more 
instruction. The second participant’s confidence decreased from 3.3 to 3.2, (which is a minimal 
change), because he scored his confidence in writing poetry in Spanish lower than he had on the 



















Figure 6.2 Pretest-Posttest percentages of confidence by participant. 
 
6.7. Discussion 
 The present study investigated whether genre-based writing instruction for HLLs resulted 
in improved linguistic confidence by the end of one semester. This study was guided by two 
research questions that are discussed below. 
RQ1. What is the HLLs’ linguistic confidence in their writing in Spanish at the beginning 
of the course?  
The participants in the instructed group reported levels of confidence between 2 and 3.5 on 
average at the onset of the study (M = 2.9, SD = 0.9). This result indicates that HLLs were 
somewhat unconfident in writing in their heritage language perhaps due to a lack of practice. The 
data provided by the participants at the beginning of this study were analyzed in relation to their 
previous writing experience in high school to explain this finding. 12 participants (60%) reported 
not having had previous writing practice in high school and were not required to write even one 
page in Spanish per semester; 4 participants (20%) indicated that on average, they wrote only 1 
page in Spanish per semester in high school; 2 participants (10%) reported having written between 

















written between 6 and 10 pages per semester. That is, only 4 students (20%) had some writing 
practice in Spanish before entering the university, writing on average between 2 and 10 pages. 
Therefore, the group’s somewhat low confidence level is justified as most of the students had only 
limited practice in writing in their heritage language and likely enrolled in the writing course 
aiming to improve their writing. 
Further individual analysis showed variability in terms of confidence at the onset of the 
study, with ratings ranging from 1.21 and 3.95, indicating that HLLs are a heterogeneous group 
with their own individual level of confidence.  
In sum, the instructed HLLs reported a low level of confidence in their writing in the 
heritage language at the beginning of the study, but this increased over the course of the semester. 
RQ2. Is there any improvement in HLLS’ linguistic confidence at the end of the course? 
The results from the pretest and  posttest revealed that 18 students (90%) rated on average 
all  19 questions included in the survey higher on the posttest than on the pretest, 1 student did not 
show any change (5%), and 1 (5%) reported a decrease in confidence. Overall, these results 
indicate that instruction in the HL can help address HLLs’ affective needs (Carreira, 2004). 
Likewise, this study aligned with previous research that investigated the effects of instruction on 
HLLs’ attitudes (Beaudrie, 2009). Beaudrie found that after one semester of instruction in the 
heritage language, students reported more positive attitudes toward Spanish, the importance of 
being bilingual, maintaining Spanish, and speaking Spanish to their children.  
Since each question referred to a specific type of writing ranging from an informal to a 
formal register, the results suggest that the instruction received over one semester helped students 
feel more confident in their ability to write in the heritage language and advance from an informal 
register to a more formal one. For instance, the participants expressed a higher confidence at the 
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end of the course in writing a letter to the author of a book they had read, writing poetry, writing 
a letter to a Spanish-speaking president, writing for a newspaper or magazine, writing about 
something they did in Science or in Social Studies, and writing a long story or report at school. 
Since the course required students to write academic texts addressing the writers of the texts they 
had read and discussed in class, the instruction provided the students with abundant writing 
practice to progressively move from writing that reflected their oral style to a more academic style.  
At the individual level, most of the participants showed a higher confidence in their writing 
in Spanish at the end of the course, except for two students who expressed a lower confidence in 
writing for a newspaper or magazine and writing poetry in Spanish. Although the difference was 
not significant, and given that these types of writing require moving from a personal style to a 
more academic one, it might be that the instruction received over one semester was not enough to 
improve their confidence in their writing. Additionally, as has been suggested by Chevalier (2005), 
instruction for heritage learners should help students to “develop literacy skills by expanding 
familiarity with genres of written discourse” moving from conversation to description, narration, 
evaluation, explanation, and finally to argumentation (pp. 31-32). This way, “students begin with 
simpler, less formal conversational discourse and then progress, gradually mastering increasingly 
sophisticated and formal genres” (p.33). Since most of the students reported not having had any 
previous experience writing academic papers in their heritage language before entering the 
university, it is possible that they lacked the fundamental skills necessary for advancing directly to 
the argumentative genre which Chevalier classifies as “the most complex written form lexically 
and syntactically”. Thus, skipping previous discourse types that serve as the foundation for moving 
to more advance levels of writing might affect or delay writing progress. 
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Lastly, as Bowles and Bello (2019) suggest, a change in attitude or confidence does not 
necessarily entail writing improvement. That is, it is possible that after a semester of instruction 
students improved their writing ability along with their confidence. However, there are many 
aspects of writing improvement that are difficult to observe; therefore, it is difficult to find a direct 
correlation between a gain in confidence and writing improvement. Thus, the results of the 
participants’ online surveys about writing confidence were compared with their results in CAF, 
lexical features, and grammatical intricacy in order to determine if a change in writing confidence 
correlated with writing improvement.  
Table 6.3 Instructed group individual improvement in confidence, CAF, lexical features, and 
grammatical intricacy from pretest to posttest. 
ID Conf. COMPL ACC FLU LDE LDIV LSO GI 
1 + - + + + + - + 
2 + + - - - + + - 
3 + + - + + - + - 
4 - - + + + + - + 
5 + + - - + + - - 
6 + + - + + + + + 
7 + - + - + + + + 
8 + + + + + - - + 
9 + + + - - + + + 
10 + - + + + - - + 
11 + + - + - - + - 
12 + + - + - + + - 
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13 + + + + + - - - 
14 / / + + + - + - 
15 + + + + + - - + 
16 + - + + - - + + 
17 + - + + + - + - 
18 + + + + + + + + 
19 + - + + + + + + 
20 + - + + + - + + 
+Improved, -Declined, / Did not change 
The results shown in Table 6.3 show that the 18 students (90%) who reported a positive 
change in their confidence at the end of the course, as well as the 1 student (5%) who reported a 
decrease in his confidence, and the 1 student (5%) who indicated no change, all improved in at 
least 3 measures of the 7 investigated. Of the 20 participants, 1 (5%) improved in all seven 
measures, 2 (10%) improved in six measures, 7 (35%) improved in five measures, 7 (35%) 
improved in four measures, and 3 (15%) improved in three measures. That is, all the students in 
the group showed gains in at least 3 of the seven measures. Specifically, by looking at columns in 
the Table 6.3, 16 students (80%) improved their fluency in Spanish, writing more words per 
minute; 15 (75%) increased their lexical density, adding more lexical items in relation to the total 
words in a text; and 14 (70%) students produced more accurate texts in terms of error-free clauses. 
In addition, 13 (65%) students wrote more sophisticated texts at the end of the study, adding a 
higher number of low-frequency words; and 11 (55%) students produced more syntactically 
complex texts by adding more clauses per T-units. In terms of grammatical intricacy, 12 (60%) 
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students improved their texts by writing with tighter embedded clauses. The least developed 
feature was lexical diversity with only 10 HLLs (50%) making gains. Additionally, trade-off 
effects were evident: 4 HLLs (20%) improved in accuracy and complexity, while 16 (80%) 
improved in one of the constructs at the expense of the other as can be seen in Table 6.3. This 
finding aligns with previous studies that have found similar patterns of language development in 
L2 learners (Polio & Shea, 2014, Skehan, 2009). 
On the other hand, in order to see in which areas there was improvement, the control 
group’s results for CAF, lexical features, and grammatical intricacy are summarized in Table 6.4. 
Linguistic confidence is not included for this group, as only the instructed group completed pre- 
and post-test confidence surveys. 
Table 6.4 Control Group Individual Improvement in confidence, CAF, lexical features, and 
grammatical intricacy from pretest to posttest. 
ID COMPL ACC FLU LDE LDIV LSO GI 
1 + - - - - - + 
2 + + - + - + + 
3 + - + + + - - 
4 + - + - + + - 
5 + - + - - - - 
6 - + + + + - + 
7 - - + + - + - 
8 - + + - - + - 
9 - + + + - / - 
10 + - + + - - - 
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Table 6.4 (cont.) 
11 + + - - - - - 
12 + + + - - - - 
13 - + + + + - - 
14 - - - - - - - 
15 + + + + - + - 
16 + - - + + - - 
17 + + - + - + - 
18 + - - + - + - 
19 - + + + + + + 
20 + + + + + + - 
21 - + + - - + - 
22 - + + + + + + 
23 + - + - - - - 
24 - + + - + + - 
25 + - + - + + - 
26 + - - + + + - 
27 - - - + - - - 
28 - + - - - + + 
29 - + - + - + + 
30 - - - - - - + 
31 + + + + + - + 
32 - + - - - - - 
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Table 6.4 (cont.) 
+Improved, -Declined, / Did not change 
Of the 32 participants, none (0%) improved in all seven measures, 4 (12.5%) improved in 
six measures, 3 (9.4%) improved in five measures, 8 (25%) improved in four measures, and 9 
(28.1%) improved in three measures. Unlike the instructed group, some participants improved in 
fewer than 3 measures: 4 (12.5%) improved in two measures, 3 (9.4%) improved in only one 
measure, and 1 participant (3.1%) did not improve in any measure.19 students (59.3%) improved 
their fluency in Spanish, writing more words per minute; 18 (56.2%) increased their lexical density, 
adding more lexical items in relation to the total words in a text; 18 (56.2%) students produced 
more accurate text in terms of error-free clauses; and 17 (53.2%) students produced more 
syntactically complex texts by adding more clauses per T-unit. In addition, 15 (46.8%) students 
wrote more sophisticated texts at the end of the study, adding a higher number of low-frequency 
words; and 11 (34.3%) students made gains in lexical diversity. The least developed feature was 
grammatical intricacy with only 9 HLLs (28.2%) making gains.  
A more detailed comparison is provided in Table 6.5 where the results of individual 
participants from both the instructed and the control groups are compared. 
Table 6.5 Number and percentage of students that improved in CAF, lexical features, and 
grammatical intricacy from pretest to posttest in both the instructed and control group. 



































 This individual comparison showed that the instructed group outperformed the control 
group in all the measures analyzed. That is, a higher percentage of participants in the instructed 
group improved in each of the categories compared to the participants in the control group, 
indicating that instruction was effective at the individual level. This finding suggests that even 
though instruction was not equally effective for all the participants or effective in the same ways, 




















CHAPTER 7. OVERALL DISCUSSION 
7.1. Introduction  
 The aim of this dissertation was to investigate the effects of genre-based instruction on the 
improvement of writing by comparing instructed and uninstructed second-generation Spanish 
heritage learners at the university level over the course one semester. This dissertation comprised 
of five related studies that each investigated a particular characteristic or set of characteristics 
related to language improvement. This final chapter presents a discussion of the results in light of 
the research questions followed by a discussion of the limitations as well as suggestions for future 
research.  
7.2. Discussion 
An extensive literature review on variables that predict language improvement revealed 
that most previous research has been conducted with L2 learners of English. In the field of HL, 
previous studies have focused on reading development, while research on writing is still scarce. 
The results of the first study of this project showed that, as in L2 writing (Mo & Troia, 2016), 
certain background and writing experience variables can predict writing ability as expressed in 
terms of CAF and lexical measures. For instance, gender predicts accuracy, which is not something 
that is unique to HLLs, but that has been found in L2 writing as well.   
Given that literacy is founded on oral language, it was not surprising to find that higher 
oral proficiency predicts fluency and lexical sophistication. That is, HLLs who never received 
instruction in the HL, but use their HL in different contexts, for different purposes and with a 
variety of people beyond the home setting, have the ability to use their inner speech as the basis 
for producing longer texts that may contain an ample variety of low-frequency words. Later, 
aspects of social conversation can be transferred into academic writing (Weissberg, 2006).  
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Regarding lexical sophistication, if it is assumed that higher oral proficiency is achieved 
through extensive use of the language both at home and elsewhere, it may also be assumed that 
more orally proficient HLLs also received increased input from their interlocutors. This results in 
a more expanded lexical repertoire that can be used when transferring their inner speech into 
writing. 
On the other hand, previous writing practice also predicts lexical sophistication. This 
finding aligns with a previous study with students of English as a foreign language (Muncie, 2002). 
Muncie found that process writing is a useful means of helping students acquire a higher number 
of sophisticated words and that this number could be increased with explicit focus on vocabulary 
at the pre-writing stage. Thus, HLLs with previous writing practice in their heritage language, may 
also have acquired a higher number of low-frequency words that in turn, would make their writing 
look more sophisticated.  
Lastly, neither background nor writing experience variables predict complexity, lexical 
density or lexical diversity, perhaps due to the fact that these features are not simply transferred 
from speech. For these features to develop, it seems that explicit instruction, along with sufficient 
practice, is required.  
A second purpose of the study was to investigate  whether there was any correlation betwee 
the measures. The results showed that accuracy was positively correlated with lexical diversity, 
and lexical diversity, in turn, was positively correlated with lexical density. This outcome suggests 
a connection among these three constructs and a parallel increase in all three constructs. That is, 
when HLLs write with higher accuracy they also tend to diversify their lexical repertoire 
incorporating a higher number of content words in relation to the total number of words. On the 
other hand, neither syntactic complexity, nor lexical sophistication nor fluency, were significantly 
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related with the other variables or with each other. This outcome suggests that it is very likely to 
find trade-off effects whereby some measures increase while other measures decrease (Skehan, 
2009). 
Regarding the effects of instruction on HLLs’ writing ability in terms of CAF and lexical 
measures, the results indicated that the one semester of instruction had a positive impact on the 
instructed group, which improved significantly in fluency and lexical sophistication, though with 
small effect sizes, and also showed slight improvement in accuracy without reaching significance. 
This finding aligns with previous studies of L2 learners (Ortega, 2003) that have shown that two 
to three months is a reasonable time frame in which to begin seeing development. However, 
although the instructed group improved in some measures, no differences were observed in 
syntactic complexity, lexical density or lexical diversity. This result may be attributed to tradeoff 
effects (Skehan, 2009) whereby an increase in one area of writing, may not necessarily correspond 
to increases in all other areas (Polio & Shea, 2014). The results suggest that instruction helps 
students to communicate their ideas faster, producing more words per minute, and given that 
students rated writing as their weakest skill, gains in fluency are encouraging. Additionally, 
instructed students used a higher number of low-frequency words in the second text. One possible 
explanation for the change in lexical sophistication is that HLLs learned new words that were 
taught during the semester and incorporated them into their writing. A second possibility is that 
they already knew the words, but changed their approach to writing and used more of them in the 
second text, perhaps because they had a better understanding of the requirements of academic texts 
in Spanish. However, in order to determine what is actually occurring, a future study could test 
whether HLLs know the vocabulary included in the textbook glossary before and after instruction.  
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Regarding accuracy, the results align with a previous large-scale study with L2 learners 
(Polio & Shea, 2014) that found that after one semester learners improved significantly on holistic 
measures of language and vocabulary, but not on accuracy. These findings suggest that accuracy 
is a feature that develops slowly, and learners need more than a semester to achieve noticeable 
improvement. Additionally, since HLLs are a highly heterogeneous group, a better approach for 
investigating language improvement is to look at their products individually. Accuracy 
improvement must be investigated by analyzing a small number of features (Lalande, 1982; Polio 
& Shea, 2014). Additionally, the control group, which did not receive any type of instruction in 
Spanish, made no significant gains in any measure, suggesting that gains achieved by the instructed 
group can be attributed to instruction. 
Unlike the second study which used CAF measures to describe writing ability, the third 
study adopted a functional approach analyzing writing improvement in terms of grammatical 
intricacy, a measure of the amount of chaining clauses in relation to the number of sentences in a 
text. The functional analysis at the micro or clause level allowed us to determine whether 
instruction helps students become aware of the differences between a spoken text and a written 
text in terms of the manner of condensing information in a sentence. The results showed that 
grammatical intricacy is an appropriate measure to determine when a writer is advancing in the 
production of more academic writing by moving away from a spoken style that is characterized by 
the use of longer and looser sentences. Although instruction positively impacted HLLs’ writing 
ability, individual variation was present, suggesting that one semester of genre-based instruction 
was enough for some students to improve, but not for others. Additionally, the course did not focus 
explicitly on teaching students how to condense information using embedded clauses, which is a 
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feature of academic writing, but explicit instruction on clause combination could help students 
improve their writing in a shorter time.  
The results of the fourth study, showed that instruction did not contribute to a significant 
reduction in the total number of errors produced by the instructed group. In addition, in agreement 
with Bitchener’s (2008) observation, it is difficult to see improvement when selecting and 
analyzing a myriad of errors, especially when students may not use the same grammatical 
structures in each essay. A better option would be to analyze a limited number of error categories 
that are covered during the course of instruction. Further analysis of three particular grammatical 
features explicitly taught in the course (‘a’ in verbal periphrasis, gerund vs infinitive use, formal 
use of language) and one feature not explicitly covered (gender agreement) were performed on the 
texts written before and after instruction. The results indicate that explicit instruction can facilitate 
the noticing of the absence of items that are commonly elided in speech such as the ‘a’ in verbal 
periphrasis. However, instruction may not be as effective with other features that are more resistant 
to change, such as the use of informal elements transferred from English. Another finding is that 
although a free writing task is efficient for collecting natural language, its function is limited for 
collecting data containing specific grammatical features such as the production of the gerund in 
contexts where the infinitive is required.  
Lastly, no significant difference was found between the two groups in terms of accuracy in 
the use of gender assignment or gender agreement over a semester. This result was not surprising 
given that accuracy on that feature was high on the pretest and that none of the groups received 
explicit instruction on these grammatical forms. This result aligns with a previous study (Pérez-




The last study confirmed previous findings about the effects of instruction on improving 
HLLs’ linguistic confidence. Interestingly, the participants in the instructed group not only 
improved their confidence in writing in Spanish in general at the end of the course, but they also 
felt more confident in writing more academic texts in which they felt less confident at the 
beginning of the course. They gained confidence to write more academically in situations such as 
writing a letter to the author of a book they read, writing poetry, writing a letter to a Spanish-
speaking president, writing for a newspaper or magazine, writing about something they did in 
Science or in Social Studies, and writing a long story or report at school. This finding suggests that 
instruction helped students feel more confident in their ability to write in the heritage language 
with the possibility of advancing from an informal register to a more formal one. Further 
triangulation of confidence, CAF, lexical features, and grammatical intricacy revealed that 18 of 
the 20 instructed students who indicated an increase in confidence also improved in some or all of 
the measures. Moreover, two students, one who reported a slight decrease in confidence, as well 
as one who reported no change in confidence, improved in 4 of the 7 measures. The fact that most 
of the students reported increased confidence suggests that they may similarly have enhanced their 
self-esteem and willingness to maintain their heritage language (Durán-Cerda, 2008; Sánchez-
Muñoz, 2013) besides having improved their writing ability. 
However, since instructed students improved in fluency and lexical sophistication, though 
with small effect sizes, Jegerski (personal communication) suggests that it is possible that these 
two findings are connected and that there was a placebo effect, in which instruction appears to 
have helped students with their writing because they believed it would. A further comparison 
between the control and the instructed group in terms of improvement per category revealed that 
the instructed group outperformed the control group in all measures suggesting that the instructed 
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group’s gains were due to instruction and not to a placebo effect facilitated by their increase in 
confidence. 
As the findings of this research on HL writing along with those of prior L2 writing research 
suggest, it may not be realistic to expect significant overall improvement in accuracy in just one 
semester (Polio, 2017). For instance, the course focused primarily on guiding students in the 
production of argumentative essays with an additional focus on a few select grammatical forms 
that are problematic for HLLs. That is, grammar instruction did not target all grammatical errors 
but just a few specific ones with the aim of helping students identify them and eventually reduce 
the number of errors. In addition, HLLs have established patterns and routines of language use to 
communicate meaning that are likely to be resistant to change (Bowles & Bello, 2019), and it is 
possible that one semester is not enough to see significant changes in all areas.  
7.3. Limitations 
 Some of the potential limitations of this study include, for example, that it was conducted 
in an intact classroom setting, which has advantages and disadvantages. It is essential to conduct 
such studies for reasons of ecological validity in order to determine to what extent HLLs benefit 
from instruction (Bowles, 2018). At the same time, research in intact classes does not allow for the 
same degree of control as a controlled laboratory setting. For instance, this design did not allow 
the counterbalancing of the writing prompts, rather, the syllabus required all students to write about 
the same prompt at the same time. Another limitation was that it was not possible to follow the 
same students over two consecutive semesters, which would have provided valuable information 
to make further conclusions in terms of writing improvement and duration of the gains. Since all 
the participants were second-generation HLLs from the Chicago area, it is difficult to generalize 
the results to other populations of HLLs in the US who have different backgrounds in terms of 
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generation, variety of Spanish spoken, and amount of Spanish use. Lastly, the study analyzed 
letters produced by the students at the beginning and end of semester, but according to the Dynamic 
Systems Approach, collecting data at several points in time might better capture group and 
individual variability and development. 
7.4. Pedagogical implications 
 In spite of the limitations, this is the first study to investigate the effects of a specific 
teaching approach on HLLs’ writing improvement. The findings from this study suggest that genre-
based instruction may help Spanish HLLs improve their writing in the heritage language at the 
structural and functional levels. Since one semester of instruction was useful for students to 
significantly improve their fluency, lexical sophistication and grammatical intricacy, in 
comparison with the control group, it is necessary to investigate whether students advance further 
in other constructs in a consecutive course. As this study revealed, students can achieve gains in 
their writing, but some constructs may need more time to develop as was the case for accuracy, 
complexity, lexical density, and lexical diversity.  
 Regarding accuracy, this investigation confirmed that a focus on individual aspects of 
grammar rather than on a myriad of features is a better approach as it allows for a finer-grained 
analysis of whether instruction is effective and what features need more attention (Bitchener, 2008; 
Polio & Shea, 2014). Although the main aim of genre-based instruction is not grammar 
improvement, an additional focus on problematic grammatical features showed positive effects in 
one of the four features targeted. That is, instruction on specific features did seem to have a 
positive, though limited, impact. Additionally, the rubric used by the instructors of the course 
functioned as a form of formative assessment, which took place throughout instruction and help to 
adjust teaching and enhance learners’ learning (Carreira & Hitchins, 2018, p.368). 
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 Since HLLs are a very heterogeneous group, individual differences are evident and not all 
the students improve at the same pace. They need instruction that does not assume that one 
student’s roadmap for learning is identical to other’s (Tomlinson, 2003) and that considers their 
individual differences in linguistic and affective needs. This instruction would help HLLs 
accomplish the goals suggested by Valdés (1995) and Valdés et al., (2008), that include the 
following: Spanish language maintenance, acquisition of the prestige variety of Spanish, expansion 
of the bilingual range, transfer of literacy skills, development of academic skills, community 
building and the development of self-esteem. These goals can be achieved by focusing on 
individual differences using a differentiated instruction approach that according to Tomlinson 
(1995) ““shakes up” what goes on in the classroom so that students have multiple options for 
taking in information, making sense of ideas, and expressing what they learn” (p. 3). Formative 
assessment is another resource that according to Moss and Brookhart (2009), “partners the teacher 
and the students to continuously and systematically gather evidence of learning with the express 
goal of improving student achievement” (p.6). That is, formative assessment is useful to get to 
know students’ strengths and weaknesses and respond to them, providing targeted feedback and 
scaffolding to help students achieve their learning goals (Carreira & Hitchins, 2018). In sum, both 
formative assessment and instruction can use a variety of tools to collect information and provide 
differentiated instruction (see Carreira & Hitchins, 2018, for examples).  
 Since HLLs often write using chaining clauses and a lot of informal language vocabulary, 
which are both characteristic of their spoken style, they may benefit from explicit instruction. One 
useful resource used in differentiated instruction are learning agendas that consist of a list of 
assignments to be completed by students within a set period of time (Carreira & Hitchins, 2018). 
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This way, students could be provided with extra assignments on clause embedding and the use of 
more formal words.  
7.5. Recommendations for future research 
Since reading and writing are similar processes of making meaning where practice and 
development of one contributes to the success of the other (Hirvela, 2004; Lee & Schallert, 2015; 
Peck, 2005), and given that a similar relationship exists between writing and speaking (Weissberg, 
2000), further studies with HLLs are needed to investigate reading-writing and speaking-writing 
connections in the heritage language. For instance, a future study could compare a sample of 
spoken language and written language from the same participants to see what distinctions there 
are between the two or whether written text really does incorporate the features of an individual’s 
oral language; this would also provide a measure of oral proficiency other than self-assessment 
(Montrul, personal communication). Likewise, further studies should investigate other variables 
that may favor reading and writing ability, such as reading for pleasure in the heritage language 
(McQuillan, 1998), family and home literacy experiences, L1 writing instruction, L1 reading 
knowledge, L1 oral knowledge, L2 oral proficiency, L2 reading knowledge, L2 writing instruction, 
personality factors and learning styles (Weissberg, 2006), computer use for writing, and frequency 
of writing academic texts.   
Previous research conducted on genre-based L2 writing classrooms (see Byrnes, 2006) has 
examined lexical, syntactic and discursive features as well, and these are areas in need of future 
research. In this fashion, it would also be worthwhile to collect English writing samples from both 
groups of students to investigate the impact of instruction on their writing in the majority language. 
This type of research may add to recent body of work on learning to write in more than one 
language or on bidirectional influence (Kobayashi & Rinnert, 2012, 2013). Actually, the director 
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of the heritage language program where the study took place commented that students who have 
completed the two-course sequence often indicated that the course has helped them write papers 
in English in other classes (Potowski, personal communication). These comments suggest that 
linguistic skills could be transferred from the heritage language to English, facilitating the 
development of the majority language (Cummins, 2000). 
 Since this is the first study that analyzes whether classroom instruction specially designed 
for Spanish HLLs, following a genre-based approach with additional instruction on specific 
grammatical features, has a positive effect on the improvement of writing at the university level, 
there are still areas to investigate. For instance, the present study found significant gains in fluency 
and lexical sophistication with fairly small effect sizes, suggesting the need for replication in order 
to confirm these results. Other future studies are needed, for example, to compare outcomes of 
different instructional approaches, in different geographical zones in the US, at different 
educational levels like high school, which has been largely understudied, in both L2 and HL 
literature, across generations, and using other genres. It also remains to be seen whether courses 
such as the one reported on in this study impact HLLs’ language development in areas other than 
writing and whether gains achieved through instruction are transferred into oral production, which 
could help HLLS to overcome some of the features that often put them in lower levels of 
proficiency on the ACTFL scale (Swender, Martin, Rivera-Martínez, & Kagan, 2014). These 
include: the inability to deal with abstract topics, use of limited vocabulary, functional breakdown 
when completing tasks, and lack of communicative strategies to support their arguments.  
 The present study employed lexical, syntactic and discursive measures to report changes 
quantitatively at the macro level. However, the focus of writing interventions in the study of L2 
writing has moved increasingly away from accuracy and toward other aspects of development. 
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Such approaches would focus on additional aspects related to text quality that “are more important 
than linguistic errors to determine good writing” (Polio, 2017) such as coherence, content, number 
of arguments, background support, and logical connectors, or nominalizations (Colombi, 2006; 
Derewianka, 2003; Polio, 2001). In fact, Polio (2017) suggests using sentence complexity and 
variety, rather than focusing on errors, stating that “we cannot interpret fewer errors as an 
indication of development” (Polio, 2001, p.111). Additionally, if we consider previous descriptions 
of writing complexity (Biber, Gray, & Poonpon, 2011; Biber, Gray & Staples, 2014; Halliday, 
1989; Kyle & Crosley, 2018) that consider oral texts to be more complex than written ones in terms 
of the compactness of clauses per sentence, a better way to predict writing improvement is by 
analyzing indices of phrasal complexity (see Kyle & Crosley, 2018). 
 Regarding accuracy, it is better to target fewer error categories as this approach allows for 
a closer individual analysis. When the number of instances of a specific target form is too small, a 
controlled written production task could be a more effective tool to collect specific information to 
determine gains in accuracy than a free-writing task. In addition, as language improvement may 
not occur linearly (Larsen-Freeman, 2006), it is necessary to take measurements at various points 
in time to track developmental trajectories. Finally, further studies are needed to track students 
over longer periods of instruction, since “…the longer we follow students, the more we learn. 
Learning to write is a very long process” (Polio & Park, 2016, p. 298). 
Given the relatively small number of participants, results should be replicated with larger 
samples in order to make stronger generalizations. In order to replicate this study, recruiting a large 
pool of HLLs is suggested to account for attrition, which is common in a longitudinal study, as 




Considering Chevalier’s (2005) observation that producing argumentative texts is 
challenging as they require “the most complex written form lexically and syntactically,” and that 
students should “begin with simpler, less formal conversational discourse and then progress, 
gradually mastering increasingly sophisticated and formal genres” (p.33), it is necessary to 
investigate whether other genres - conversation, description, narration, evaluation, and explanation 
- produce similar outcomes in courses for HLLs.   
Finally, since linguistic confidence was enhanced through instruction, a follow-up study 
could investigate whether this confidence correlates with the writing of the academic texts they 
identified as more challenging at the onset of the study. Interviews could also be added to find out 
which aspects of their confidence improved the most in relation to their personal and collective 
self-esteem, which could provide evidence of an interest in maintaining their heritage language 
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APPENDIX C. SOCIOLINGUISTIC QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
Background Questionnaire  
(This information will be kept confidential) 
 
I. Personal Information 
 
1. Name: ____________________________________  2. Age: ________________ 
 




5. Place of birth (city and country): ______________________________________________   
 
6. If you were not born in the U.S., during what ages did you live in your country of origin? 
_______________________________ 
 
7. If you were not born in the U.S., how long have you lived in the U.S. for? ______________ 
 
8. Affiliation: (circle only one) 
 
Latino/a        Hispano/a      Chicano/a      Mexican-American       American      
Other: ______________ 
 
9. Mark the generation that you belong to from the options below. 
 
a. First generation (You were born in another country and then moved to the US) 
b. Second generation (You were born in the US, but one of your parents or your two parents 
were born out of the US) 
c. Third generation (Your parents and you were born in the US) 
 
II. Family History 
 
10. Where are your parents from?   
 
Mother: ______________________ Father: ____________________________    
 
11. What languages do your parents speak?     
 
Mother: ______________________ Father: ____________________________  
 
12. What do your parents do for a living? 
 





13.  What is your parents’ highest level of schooling? (Circle one for each) 
 
Mother: Elementary school  Father: Elementary school   
    Middle school   Middle school     
    High school    High school     
    College/University   College/University     
    Grad school    Grad school     
 
III. Your Linguistic History 
 
14.  At what age did you first begin to learn English? ________________ 
 
15. At what age did you first begin to learn Spanish? _________________ 
 
16. Have you ever spent time in a Spanish-speaking country? (Circle one)     YES      NO 
 
If so, where? _________________ when? __________________ for how long? ____________ 
 
IV. Your language today 
17. Rate your current overall language ability in ENGLISH (circle only one choice) 
 
None  Low  Intermediate  Advanced  Native-like 
 
18. Speaking in English: 
 
None  Low  Intermediate  Advanced  Native-like 
 
19. Listening in English: 
 
None  Low  Intermediate  Advanced  Native-like 
 
20. Reading in English: 
 
None  Low  Intermediate  Advanced  Native-like 
 
21. Writing in English: 
 
None  Low  Intermediate  Advanced  Native-like 
 
22. Rate your current overall language ability in SPANISH (circle only one choice) 
 
None  Low  Intermediate  Advanced  Native-like 
 
23. Speaking in Spanish: 
 




24. Listening in Spanish: 
 
None  Low  Intermediate  Advanced  Native-like 
 
25. Reading in Spanish: 
 
None  Low  Intermediate  Advanced  Native-like 
 
26. Writing in Spanish: 
 
None  Low  Intermediate  Advanced  Native-like 
 
27. From 100%, what percentage of the day do you use Spanish or English at home? 
 
Spanish   ___________%      English ___________%   
 
28. Do you feel Spanish is your native language or like a second language? (Circle one option) 
 
  Native language  Second language 
 
29. How is Spanish important for you? __________________________________________ 
 
30. Indicate whether you interact with any of the following people in Spanish (check all that 
apply). 
 
 Father/mother     Grandparents     Siblings Relatives     Friends     Other: __________ 
 
VIII. Language skills  
31. What is/are your weakest skill/s in Spanish? (Circle all that apply) 
Listening Writing Speaking Reading  
32. Please estimate the amount of required writing inSpanish that you did per term while in high 
school (choose only one option). 
 None  About one page 2-5 pages 6-10 pages More than 10 pages 
33. Please estimate the amount of required writing in Englishthat you did per term while in high 
school (choose only one option). 
 None  About one page 2-5 pages 6-10 pages More than 10 pages 
   
 
34. What of the following types of writing did you do in high school in Spanish? (Choose all 
that apply) 
 




35. What of the following types of writing did you do in high school in English? (Choose all 
that apply) 
 
essays     letters    poems       e-mails      summaries     reading reports      diaries     other:____________ 
 
36. What do you currently write for in Spanish? (choose all that apply) 
 
essays     letters    poems       e-mails      summaries     reading reports      diaries     other:____________ 
 
37. What do you currently write for in English? (choose all that apply) 
 
essays     letters    poems       e-mails      summaries     reading reports      diaries     other:____________ 
 
38. What is the most difficult aspect of writing in Spanish? (Choose all that apply) 
 
 spelling  accents capitalization  grammar vocabulary 
 
39. What age did you learn to write in English? ________________ 
40. What age did you learn to write in Spanish? ________________ 
 
41. How difficult is it for you to write something for academic purposes in Spanish (such as 
writing a term paper)? 
 
Very difficult  Difficult     Not very difficult  Not at all difficult  
 
42. How difficult is it for you to write something for academic purposes in English (such as 
writing a term paper)? 
 
Very difficult  Difficult     Not very difficult  Not at all difficult 
 
43. How difficult is for you to write something for personal purposes in Spanish (such as writing 
a personal letter)? 
 
Very difficult  Difficult Not very difficult  Not at all difficult  
 
44. How difficult is for you to write something for personal purposes in English (such as writing 
a personal letter)? 
 
Very difficult  Difficult Not very difficult  Not at all difficult 
 
45. Do you know what causes people from Latin American countries to migrate into the United 
States? 
    YES  NO 
46. Please write two causes:  




47. Do you know some of the difficult situations immigrants have to face once they live in the 
United States? 
    YES  NO 
 
48. Please write two difficult situations: 
 













































Tema: Un nuevo Presidente de un país de Latinoamérica quiere elaborar un Plan Nacional para 
disminuir la migración de su país hacia los Estados Unidos. Para hacer este Plan, necesita 
conocer las causas y consecuencias de esta emigración, y también necesita algunas sugerencias. 
 
Escríbele una carta a este Presidente que incluya lo siguiente: 
 
1. Describe al menos dos situaciones que provocan que la gente salga de su país latinoamericano 
y vaya a los Estados Unidos. 
 
2. Describe una ventaja y una desventaja de migrar hacia los Estados Unidos. 
 
3. Proporciona al menos dos sugerencias que ayuden a detener o disminuir la migración. 
 
NOTA: Tu carta debe estar escrita completamente en español. Escribe con letra legible y ten 
cuidado con los acentos y la ortografía. Usa los 30 minutos disponibles para escribir y hacer las 
correcciones o mejoras necesarias. 
 
ACTIVIDADES PARA ANTES DE EMPEZAR: 
 
1. Describe al menos dos situaciones que provocan que la gente salga de su país latinoamericano 




























Tema: El nuevo Presidente de losEstados Unidos quiere elaborar un Plan Nacional para apoyar a 
los inmigrantes latinoamericanos. Para hacer este Plan, necesita conocer acerca de las ideas 
negativas que otros americanos tienen de los inmigrantes en los Estados Unidos, los beneficios 
que aportan los inmigrantes a los Estados Unidos, y las áreas en las que los inmigrantes necesitan 
más apoyo.    
 
Escríbele una carta a este Presidente que incluya lo siguiente: 
 
1. Describe al menos dos ideas negativas o estereotipos que existen en los Estados Unidos hacia 
los inmigrantes.  
 
2. Describe al menos dos beneficios, económicos, políticos o sociales, que los inmigrantes 
proporcionan a los Estados Unidos.  
 
3. Proporciona al menos dos sugerencias acerca de cómo el Gobierno de los Estados Unidos puede 
ayudar a los inmigrantes.    
 
NOTA: Tu carta debe estar escrita completamente en español. Escribe con letra legible y ten 
cuidado con los acentos y la ortografía. Usa los 30 minutos disponibles para escribir y hacer las 
correcciones o mejoras necesarias. 
 
ACTIVIDADES PARA ANTES DE EMPEZAR: 
 
1. Describe al menos dos ideas negativas o estereotipos que existen en los Estados Unidos hacia 
los inmigrantes.  
 
Idea negativa o estereotipo 1: 
 
Idea negativa o estereotipo 2: 
 
2. Describe al menos dos beneficios, económicos, políticos o sociales, que los inmigrantes 




Beneficio 2:  
 
3. Proporciona al menos dos sugerencias acerca de cómo el Gobierno de los Estados Unidos 






APPENDIX F. GUIDELINES FOR CODING ERRORS. 
 
A. Lexical errors 
 
R1. Register: hay mejores chanzas de que la migración a Estados Unidos [se] va a disminuir. 
SS2. Formal proximity (Close Spanish significant): dé a nuestra tierra un seño de progreso  
UW3. Unknown word: …viene con las protestas y otros disentos. 
WC4. Wrong category: Los Estereotipicos dicen que los latinos estan robando trabajos 
E5. English word: y invest su(s) contribuciones aquí mismo 
C 6. Extension: Gracias por leer mi letra. 
L7. Loan:Una de ellas es que contribuyen millones de dolarés en taxas. 
I 8. Creation: …pa salir de la poverida de sus hogares 
CAL 9. Calque:te encuentran y te mandan patras. 
W 10. Extra, missing, incorrect words (clitics, conjunctions, possessive adjectives,  
demonstratives). 
 EWExtra word: la gente de su pais a veces no se siente que tiene derechos humanos. 
MWMissing word: quiero recalcar algunos componentes que (se) agregan al problema 
TU / CH Incorrect choice:  Considera las cosas que están pasando en su país ahorita. 
PS11. Pero-sino: No deben nomas ayudar los que estan en su país… pero tambien los que se  
fueron 
WO 12. Word order: Otra razón que provoca la gente que se vayan de aquí 
SE13. Ser-estar: …Americanos que son contra (los) immigrantes. 
HH14. Ser-hacer-haber: Para ser este plan, creo que es necesario… 
 
B. Grammatical errors 
 
GA15. Gender agreement (gender assignment, gender agreement). 
 Gender assignment (Article-noun): La sistema de educación ayuda a preparar gente… 
Gender agreement (Noun-adjective): Si hay algunas estereotipos… 
NA16. Number agreement (article-noun, noun-adjective, article-noun-adjective). 
 Article-noun:…disminuir la migración de tu país al Estados Unidos. 
 Noun-adjective: …lejos de cualquier problemas de sus propios países 
 Article-noun-adjective: los bancos van a dar menos impuestos a los gente publica. 
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VA17. Subject-verb agreement (person, number):  
Person: si usted quiere que la gente se quede, necesitas mejorar la economía  
Number: Claro que nuestra gente no quieren irse 
AI18. Article issue(wrong, extra, omission):  
MAMissing article: ___Programas bilingües pueden ayudar a los inmigrantes a asimilar 
EAExtra article: La gente de seguro no la va a querer tu plan 
T19. Verb tense (whenever the spelling of the verb is correct):  
…podrán salir de su casa y caminar por la calle si se les apetecería 
A 20. Verb aspect: …fueron traidos a los Estados Unidos cuando fueron niños. 
M 21. Verb mood: y apoyar a sus hijos/hijas para que mejoran en la escuela 
VM 22. Verb morphology (form, incorrect, missing). 
VFVerb form: …si jamás soña usted en un país unido / A veces riesgar todo lo que  
tienen 
 IVIncorrect verb: Algunos de estos trabajos ocupan que tengan seguro social. 
 MVMissing verb: Un(a) gran ventaja de migrar… es que ___ mas oportunidades 
GI23. Gerund/infinitive use: …dar mas seguridad a la gente empezando con controlando el  
crimen 
PRE24. Preposition problem (wrong, extra, omission):  
WPWrong preposition: no queremos dejar nuestro país de nacimiento a otro desconocido 
EPExtra preposition:…para que les puedes a pagar bien. 
MPOmitted preposition: …ya no van (a) estar con sus familias 
PP25. Pero-para:pero por muchos, es una necesidad. 















APPENDIX G. VERBAL PERIPHRASIS WITH THE NEXUS ‘A’ + INFINITIVE 
Verbal periphrasis Examples 
Acertar a Acertó a señalar a Juan 
He was lucky to point Juan 
Agarrar a Al saber del accidente de su hermano, agarró a llorar 
Upon hearing of his brother's accident, he started to cry 
Alcanzar a Alcancé a ver su cara a pesar de la oscuridad 
I could see his face in spite of the darkness 
Arrancar(se) a  Después del robo, se arrancaron a correr 
After the robbery, they started to run 
Aventarse a  Sin saber nada, se aventó a sacar al niño de la alberca 
Without knowing how to swim, he threw himself to take the child out of 
the pool 
Comenzar a Llegando a casa empezó a llover 
Coming home it began to rain 
Echar(se) a  Escuchó la alarma y se echó a correr 
He heard the alarm and ran 
Empezar a Después de jubilarse, empezó a viajar por todo el mundo 
After he retired, he began to travel around the world 
Explotar a Explotó a gritar enojado cuando perdió su equipo favorito 
He blew up yelling angry when his favorite team lost 
Ir a El verano vamos a ir a México 
We are going to Mexico in summer 
Llegar(se) a Después del juego, se llegó a bañar 
After the game, he came to take a shower 
Meterse a Se metió a defender a su amigo 
He got in to defend his friend 
Pasar a ¡Pasa a recoger a tu mamá! 
Come pick up your mom! 
Ponerse a El examen es el viernes, deberías ponerte a estudiar 
The test is on Friday, you should put yourself to study 
Quedarse a Está lloviendo, así que me quedé a ver la televisión 
It's raining, so I stayed to watch TV 
Romper a Al terminar el concierto, el público rompió a aplaudir 
At the end of the concert, the public broke to applaud 
Soltarse a  El niño finalmente se soltó a caminar 
The boy finally started to walk 
Venir a El tiempo vendrá a revelar la verdad 
Time will come to reveal the truth 
Volver a Después de un rato, volvió a llover 
After a while, it rained again 
 
Examples from García, L., Carrasco, A., Camus, B., Martínez-Atienza, M., and García, M.A. 




APPENDIX H. GUIDELINES FOR CODING SPECIFIC ERRORS. 
Use of ‘a’ in verbal periphrasis 
A1 ‘a’ needed but missing: Voy Ø ayudar a mis padres en casa. 
A2. ‘a’ needed but another preposition is used: Usted puede comenzar de ayudar a los niños. 
A3. ‘a’ is present and correct: Voy a estudiar un doctorado.  
The use of infinitive versus gerund 
I1/G1. Subject of the main clause [-] object: Correr/Corriendo una milla diaria es excelente para  
bajar de peso. 
I2/G2. Subject of the main clause [+] object: Comer/Comiendo pescado es saludable. 
I3/G3. Subject of the subordinated clause [+] direct object: Mis amigos creen que 
estudiar/estudiandootro idioma agiliza la mente. 
I4/G4. Subject of the subordinated clause [-] direct object: Mi hermano prefiere comer/comiendo 
con cuchara. 
I5/G5. Object of preposition: Necesito patines nuevos para patinar/patinando. 
I6/G6. Attribute: Su objetivo es llegar/llegando.  
Informal uses  
E. English words 
L. Loans: it comes from English but sounds as in Spanish: breik, lonche, wachar, friser, rsetear.  
C. Semantic extensions: it existed in Spanish but changes its meaning in English: aplicar 
(solicitar), forma (formulario), letra (carta), realizer (darse cuenta).  
CAL. Calques: it is a more-than-one-word phrase imported from English: correr para presidentE, 
llamar para atras. 
R. Register implies the use of informal words or slang: chance, nomás, pérate, haiga. 
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I. Creation: an adaptation of L1 words to the L2 morphological rules though some L1 roots may 
take non-targetlike L1 affixes: ‘tomé clases de ‘dibujación’ 
Gender agreement 
Target phrase: el perro blanco 
GA1. Correct gender assignment (determiner and noun match): el perro. 
GA2. Incorrect gender assignment (determiner and noun do not match): *la perro. 
GA3. Correct gender agreement (adjective, determiner, and noun match): el perro blanco. 
GA4. Incorrect gender agreement (adjective and noun do not match): *el perro blanca. 
GA5. Gender ambiguous (determiner and noun do not match, but adjective and noun match): 






























APPENDIX I. LINGUISTIC CONFIDENCE SURVEY 
Instructions: Please rate the following questions selecting the option that best describe your level 
of confidence. 
Questions 
1. How would you feel writing a letter in Spanish to the author of a book you read? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average           somewhat confident      very confident 
2. How would you feel writing in Spanish about something you have heard or seen? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average           somewhat confident      very confident 
3. How would you feel writing a letter in Spanish to a store asking about something you might 
buy there? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average            somewhat confident      very confident 
4. How would you feel writing in Spanish to someone to change their opinion? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average            somewhat confident      very confident 
5. How would you feel about writing a diary in Spanish? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average            somewhat confident      very confident 
6. How would you feel writing poetry for fun in Spanish? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average            somewhat confident      very confident 
7. How would you feel writing a letter in Spanish to a Spanish-speaking President? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average            somewhat confident      very confident 
8. How would you feel writing a letter in Spanish to a Spanish-speaking friend? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average            somewhat confident      very confident 
9. How would you feel if you were offered a job as a writer for a newspaper or magazine in  
Spanish? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average            somewhat confident      very confident 
10. How would you feel writing in Spanish about something you did in science? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average            somewhat confident      very confident 
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11. How would you feel writing in Spanish about something you did in social studies? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average            somewhat confident      very confident 
12. How would you feel about writing down in Spanish the important things your instructor says 
about a new topic? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average            somewhat confident      very confident 
13. How would you feel if your classmates talked to you about making your writing in Spanish 
better? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average            somewhat confident      very confident 
14. How would you feel writing an advertisement in Spanish for something Spanish-speaking 
people can buy? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average            somewhat confident      very confident 
15. How would you feel writing in Spanish about things that have happened in your life? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average            somewhat confident      very confident 
16. How would you feel about checking your writing in Spanish to make sure the words you 
have written are spelled correctly? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average            somewhat confident      very confident 
17. How would you feel if your classmates read something you wrote in Spanish? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average            somewhat confident      very confident 
18. How would you feel writing a long story or report in Spanish at school? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average            somewhat confident      very confident 
19. How would you feel writing answers in Spanish to questions in science or social studies? 
very unconfident  somewhat unconfident average            somewhat confident      very confident 
 
 
 
 
 
 
